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	1. Prologue

**(A/N) Hey guys, this is NicKenny of the Freelancer Collaboration here, with a brand new fic for you all, to coincide with the release of Red vs Blue Season 11! This fic is, obviously, a fic about Grifball. More specifically, this occurs after the league's admission of female players into its professional divisions. We will follow the players of Team Rampancy, as they struggle with the changes that this announcement results in, and their quest for the league title. Stay tuned!**

**For those interested, we have also published an X-Ray and Vav fic, and are looking for writers, so feel free to message this account for more information. We'll also have a very important update on our main fic "Phase One: Genesis" tomorrow, so look out for that!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Equality is not a concept. It's not something we should be striving for. It's a necessity. Equality is like gravity. We need it to stand on this earth as men and women, and the misogyny that is in every culture is not a true part of the human condition. It is life out of balance, and that imbalance is sucking something out of the soul of every man and woman who's confronted with it. We need equality. Kinda now."<em>– Joss Whedon_  
><em>

* * *

><p>On any other day, these seats would have been filled up solely with reporters and cameramen. Now, with the Commissioner's sudden announcement that he would be scheduling a press conference that would change the very face of Grifball, something that he hadn't done since announcing the participation of Team Heretic in the league a few years back.<p>

While the Elites had originally been a source of embarrassment and shame for the league, since someone had finally found a translator to explain the rules of the game to them, they had shaped up to be a pretty formidable team. Not a championship contender, as their natural instincts always seemed to lead to them committing at least a few betrayals per game, but they won almost as many games as they lost, and the embarrassing early days had long been out past them.

Today, while there where a good number of the media present, much of the spectators where coaches and officials within the league, all of them anxious to hear the Commissioners latest announcement, and speculating on the changes that it would bring to the game, ad to their daily lives.

After all, in these days of relative peace, Grifball was a big-money industry. Any changes to the system meant that everyone in the room today's pockets might suddenly become a good deal lighter. Or a great deal heavier.

In the midst of all this idle chatter and speculation sat the coach of Team Rampancy, Ryan Anderson. He sat there alone, not talking to anyone, his eyes locked on the podium that the Commissioner would very shortly be standing behind.

At first glance, he didn't look like much. A heavy-set man in his mid-fifties, grey cropped hair and dark green eyes hidden behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses set on nose that had clearly been broken several times, a testament to his career as a defender for Team Maverick, Whiplash, and finally Rampancy itself, the team that he would win two championships with before eventually managing it.

However, looks, as the saying goes, can be deceiving. Twenty-five years ago, Ryan Anderson was one of the top names in Grifball, winning multiple MVP awards, along with several championship medals. By the end of his career, he had set the record for the most kills in a single match, a season, and of all time, and while his single match and season records had been surpassed in recent years, he still held the record for all time kills.

After his retirement, he had taken up coaching, meeting with some small success in the amateur leagues, coaching teams like Havoc and Nice Dynamite, before being hired by Dynamo, one of the smaller teams within the professional league. After two seasons, Dynamo reached their highest finish at the end of a season ever, and Anderson had caught the eye of the bigger teams, going on to win a championship title with Maverick and Overcharge, before finally returning to Rampancy to save them from relegation.

Three years on, Rampancy had sorted out the financial struggles that had caused them to almost get relegated, and were gradually moving up the table, finishing in a respectable sixth place last season. However, they had lost three of their players during the off season, one through an injury sustained in a friendly that effectively ruled him out of playing Grifball ever again, another was serving twelve years for voluntary manslaughter after a bar fight got out of hand, and another had received a lifetime ban due to substance abuse.

All in all, it was going to be a tough next season for Rampancy, and many would have considered them candidates for relegation, had anyone other than Ryan Anderson been in charge.

The doors at the back of the room swung open, and the Commissioner strode out, casually waving to the cameramen that took this moment to stand up and get to work in earnest. The Commissioner beamed, walked up to the podium, and waited for the noise to die down before speaking.

"Ladies and gentlemen, coaches and officials of the league, and members of the press," he began, in his usual dapper fashion, "I'm sure many of you are wondering why you have been called here today. I've heard rumours ranging from that we're allowing the use of jetpacks, grenades and low-yield nuclear devices enter the game, to that we're going to introduce some of the most deadliest animals that we can find in the galaxy in the arena during a game, just to spice things up a little."

He took a moment to roll his eyes, and the crowd laughed good naturedly, sharing in his disdain of these rumours, created, no doubt, by the same morons who insisted that corruption was rife at every level in Grifball, that Grifball was originally created by a group of delinquent soldiers, and that some branches of the UNSC had begun replacing soldiers with gay robots.

"Anyway," he continued, "While we did consider the latter option, and still have some plans concerning introducing it in the lower leagues as a testing ground, but that is not why I've called you here tonight."

He paused for a moment, looking over the crowd before him, and shuffled the sheets of paper in front of him. "No, what we are here to discuss is something much different. Something…revolutionary. Here, in the Intergalactic Grifball League, we pride ourselves in encouraging equality amongst our players. A few years back, we extended this philosophy not only to the human race, but to that of the…Sanghoo…Sangheal…Sangreely – however you say it. The Elites."

Around Ryan Anderson the crowd began to stir, as they felt the electricity behind the Commissioner's words, and sensed that he was about to make his announcement. Anderson himself, however, remained immobile, his eyes still locked on the Commissioner at his podium, his mind humming but his mouth remaining firmly closed.

"However, it has been brought to my attention that, while we have extended the hand of friendship to the…Elites, and have allowed Team Heretic to take their place alongside us, we continue to discriminate against a large section of our own race. That is to say, fifth per cent of it. The professional leagues have always remained closed to female players, as it was long – falsely – thought, that women couldn't play Grifball. Well, next year we'll get a chance to prove these old fashioned thinkers wrong. I am proud to announce that, as of next season, women will be allowed to play in all leagues with the IGL, in a continuation of the sport's fine tradition of equality, friendship and fraternity."

He finished his speech and, the moment he dropped that last full stop, the room exploded into a flurry of activity. The fast majority of the room surged to their feet, their hands clapping together in a thunderous, if somewhat shocked, applause. Anderson slowly got to his feet to join them, his large hands clapping together as enthusiastically as any of the others, but he couldn't help but notice the not insignificant number of others who either remained seating, a stunned and unhappy look on their faces, or those who clapped loudly with sour expressions, or, indeed, those few who simply got up and left the room, cursing under their breath.

It looks like not everyone were happy with the Commissioner's latest announcement. There'd be trouble, later on, of that Coach Anderson had little doubt. His gut was telling him that something was going on here, out of sight, that mightn't be quite a pure and clean as the league wanted this decision to appear.

His gut had never let him down yet.

* * *

><p>Later on, behind the scenes, in an area that the media had not been granted access to, but the coaches had been in order to meet up with the Commissioner and ask him some personal questions on what exactly this announcement would mean for their team, while being surrounded by some of the finest food and drink on this part of the planet. Some of the coaches who had been less than pleased with the announcement had settled for getting roaring drunk, and Dan Smith of Overcharge had currently passed out, face first, into the punch bowl. Anderson glanced at him with a look of disdain written across his face, his hand reaching for the glass of Coke next to him. He tried to stay away from alcohol at occasions like these. He needed a clear head.<p>

Not that he was anything but delighted with the announcement. He had long, if not publicly, campaigned for the inclusion of women into the game, pulling some strings here and there in order to make it a public demand. Indeed, every year, the Inclusion of Women in Grifball, or the IWG for short, received a significant anonymous donation from him, in order to help their cause.

However, he could sense the tension among the other coaches, and he knew there were a large number of them who had been less than pleased with the Commissioner's announcement, and he knew that there would be a significant number of fans up in arms over this. If last year's riots after the Majestic/Castle match had taken the league unawares and resulted in more injuries than Anderson was happy to remember, the ones that the next season faced would be much worse.

But progress was progress, and it was the right thing to do. He would just have to make sure that Rampancy's own stadium made sure to increase its crowd policing, and had more officials on site per game to deal with any potential problems. The last few years they had avoided the brunt of the riots that burst out with worrying frequency during, after, and sometimes even before a Grifball match, but it was always better to be safe than sorry.

He was so lost in his own thoughts that he didn't notice the waitress next to him, gently tapping his shoulder.

"Sorry?" he asked, surprised, his brow furrowed, having missed what she had said.

"The Commissioner has requested that you join him. He wishes to talk to you about the announcement, and how it will affect your team."

Anderson thanked her and got up from his seat, downed his drink, then slowly made his way over to the Commissioner's table, stopping on his way to exchange a few words with several of the other coaches as he passed them. It didn't pay to rush for someone like the Commissioner. You were better off showing him that he was not the most important thing in your life, otherwise he'd take all the advantages that he could.

Anderson did not like the Commissioner, to put it mildly. It was hard to like someone that represented everything wrong with the game.

"Commissioner," he murmured, nodding to him as he reached the table.

The Commissioner glanced up and smiled at him, before holding up a hand as he apologised to his companions: the coach of Heretic, an Elite who had taken over from the Commissioner a few years back after the Commissioner's enthusiasm over that project had dwindled, a blonde model who Anderson vaguely recognised as being the wife of one of the players of Whiplash (he briefly wondered what she was doing here, then felt that it was better not to ask), and Stu Stuman, everyone's least favourite Grifball newscaster.

"So, Anderson, right?" the Commissioner asked, beaming brightly, but seemed to notice that this approach would not go down particularly well in the face of Anderson's stone-cold expression.

"I was told you have some info for me, in regards to my team?" Anderson asked tiredly, just wanting the night to be over and done with.

"Of course, Rampancy, Rampancy, a great team. Big shame about your boys, but I know you'll find a way to bounce back!"

Anderson sighed, looking away. "Yeah, it's a shame all right. We're looking into a few places for replacements, and it's taking up a lot of my time, but we'll be ok, at least if I have anything to say about it."

The Commissioner chuckled slightly, but there was an underlying tone of nervousness to it. "Well, then I have some good news for you! You won't have to search for players any longer, because I have three in mind that would fit right in, and wouldn't cost you much in the terms of transfer fees."

The coach turned back to him, frowning. "Really? What's the catch?"

"Come now, why on earth would there be a catch?!"

Anderson just stared at him for a moment, and the Commissioner quickly deflated.

"Ok, there might be a little catch. They're all currently in the amateur leagues."

Anderson shrugged. "That doesn't bother me, if there stats are good enough, then I'll be prepared to take them on."

"Oh, I can assure you, their stats _are _good enough. They're all top players within their division, and have sparkling records."

"Really?" Anderson asked, his interests piqued. "Who are they?"

"We have two tanks and a defender, and I know those are the positions you're looking for!"

The coach sighed in irritation, shaking his head. "Very well, but what are their names?"

After pausing for a second the Commissioner shrugged, "Their names are Kiara Thomas, Ellen Thompson and Arika Myles."

"So…they're all women?"

"Yeeessss…" the Commissioner began, "But you, of all people, can hardly have a problem with that. I know you've been supporting the IGL over the last few years. Of all the people here, I thought you'd be the happiest with this announcement!"

Holding up his hands in protest, Anderson broke in, "I have no problem with taking on female players, especially if they're as good as you say they are. Anyway, if I have any problems with 'em, I can just trade them off."

Looking slightly uncomfortable, the Commissioner shook his head emphatically. "Um…no, you won't."

Alarm bells ringing in his head, Anderson frowned. "What do you mean, I won't?"

"You won't be able to trade them. You see, we need a certain number of female players in the league, otherwise we'll lose the interest of the various companied that we're currently negotiating advertisement deals with. As a result, we can't allow you to trade them off to a lower league team, or, indeed, to another team within the league, as otherwise that will affect our sales of female orientated Rampancy merchandise."

Anderson stared at him for a moment, fully aware of the power that the Commissioner had over the league, and how he could, quite easily, reduce Rampancy to nothing but ash with a single word. "What about the other teams? Are they being subjected to this…treatment, too?"

"More or less. Some, in this case you, more than others."

Anderson just continued staring, until the Commissioner continued, "I mean, you had three vacancies, we needed to bring in players, it seemed like the perfect opportunity! And, after all, we did need someone to…test this out on."

"I thought Slipspace were your usual guinea pigs?"

The other man sighed, "Ah, yes…Slipspace…unfortunately, you see, they've got themselves a good team of lawyers recently, so we're having to look a bit further afield this year. That's where your team comes in."

Anderson shook his head slowly and stood up, shaking slightly with barely repressed anger and scorn. "Very well then," he spat out, his eyes narrowed. "I'll take them on."

He turned to leave, but before he left he couldn't help but leave the Commissioner with a final sentence.

"Fraternity means brotherhood, you dumb bastard."


	2. Chapter 1: How to Say Hello

**(A/N) Hey guys, it's time for our first official chapter of Grifball: Running Rampant, brought to you by the fantastic writer that is WednesdayA 3567, and here we'll get acquainted with our cast of characters for this fic. I'm so glad that we've been able to get this off the ground, and the chapters over the next few weeks will hopefully wow you. We've got a real story to tell here. Our updates for this fic will occur once a week on Fridays, possibly being extended to twice a week, but we'll see how it goes first.**

**As I mentioned in the last update, we're still looking for applicants for both our X-Ray and Vav fic and our sequel to our flagship fic, Phase One: Genesis. If you're interested, message me or head over to our forum! **

**Enjoy! **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter One - How to Say Hello<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"People sometimes talk about the power of first impressions, and believe me, there is truth to it." - <em>Anne Brashares, "My Name Is Memory"

* * *

><p>There was a black limousine in her driveway. A <em>stretch<em> limo. In _her_ driveway. Ellen had to shake her head a few times before realizing that it was there for her. A limo! She had known there would be a car to pick her up, but she thought maybe it would be a friend of a friend of a teammate's cousin's car. Something old and beat up; inconspicuous. A limousine never even crossed her mind. Did this mean there would be people waiting for them too? Like, people with cameras that have major logos on the side? Wow.

Ellen stood looking out of her window, awe-struck, for a whole few minutes until there was a light honk from the beautiful automobile. She smoothed her suddenly shabby-looking blue skirt and ran outside a little too quickly to be dignified. Her screen door slammed behind her.

Ellen stepped into her luxurious ride just a tad breathless, and plopped down in the seat facing the two women already there.

The one directly across from Ellen was pale, red-headed, and a little on the short side. She had beautiful blue eyes, and her green sundress created an ocean-y feeling when paired with them. Her face was sweet but shy, and Ellen noticed a scar just above her eye as she looked down at her lap. Hearing Ellen slam the car door behind her (who would've known limos had such heavy doors?!) the woman looked up suddenly, and a smile twitched at her lips. Once Ellen had gotten herself settled, the red-head stuck out her hand in greeting.

"Hi. I'm Kiara Thomas. I guess we're going to be teammates now." Ellen took her hand and shook it just firmly enough to show she had character.

"I'm Ellen. Ellen Thompson. We're going to have to make sure they don't get our names mixed up," she said with a slight laugh. Kiara looked puzzled, clearly not understanding her weak attempt at humor. "Thomas. Thompson. They're rather similar, you know," she said with a shrug.

"Oh! Yeah, I guess you're right. But, well, we don't exactly look that much alike." Kiara gestured vaguely towards Ellen. Ellen looked down at herself for only a moment to register what she already knew. African skin, long limbs, powerful legs, well-toned body, the ends of her curly hair hanging past her shoulders. Everything was only what she'd seen in the mirror that morning. However, looking at her dark hand and Kiara's pale hand locked in greeting, she understood what Kiara meant. She only nodded indecisively and smiled before turning to the other woman.

She was a little taller than Kiara, a little younger looking, certainly tanner, and her hair was raven black. Her arms were crossed over her red hoodie, and she was staring out of the window. When Ellen turned to her, she didn't offer a handshake, only a small wave and a smile.

"Arika Myles. Pleasure to meet you."

"Nice to meet you too, Arika," Ellen replied with a grin. She couldn't help but notice how Arika managed to make a hoodie and flare jeans look dressy, but it worked on her. Ellen was just a _tiny_ bit jealous.

They all looked at each other for a moment or two, searching for something to say. Arika seemed a little awkward, and simply turned back to her window. Kiara didn't exactly like the sudden tension in the car, and started fiddling with a loose string on her dress nervously. Ellen, having none of it, cleared her throat loudly. After all, they were going where no women had gone before, and they would need to be friends to support one another. The cough eliciting no response from the two, Ellen frowned and tried to begin a conversation.

"So. . . What do you gals think about all this? Women being accepted, I mean. Do you think we'll really be _accepted_, or just barely respected?" Arika turned back around, face bright with the prospect of a good conversation, and Kiara looked up.

"If those stupid men think they're gonna push us around, they're in for one helluva ride, my friend," replied Arika strongly. Kiara was a bit quieter, but certainly got her message across.

"Yeah. We're just as good, if not better, than them. And you know why? Because we always had to work even harder to be noticed. We were always the underdogs, but now I'll bet you anything they've underestimated us because of that. They'll either think we're some kind of joke," she paused in thought, "or try to hit on us." Ellen took this opportunity to further the discussion without actually adding her own opinion. She just wanted to see these girls' reactions.

"What would you do if that happened?"

"Reject us or hit on us?" Arika answered with a question.

"Either or."

"If they reject us as valid team members just 'cause we're chicks, they get a taste of my grav hammer. If they hit on us, well," Arika stopped and tapped her chin with an amused smile painting her face, "they get a taste of my grav hammer."

The three women burst out laughing, and the rest of the ride was spent in pleasant conversation. The main topic was joking about how "they'd show all those arrogant jerks out there!"

Ellen learned that Arika had a great sense of humor once you got past the slight "tough chick" attitude. Kiara was shy and rather sweet, when you could get her to talk. She smiled and laughed at their jokes, but only spoke up when she felt strongly on the subject. Ellen herself preferred to further the conversation with only a few jokes or questions now and then; rarely did she offer her own opinion.

The hour trip passed in next to no time at all, and they were soon slowing down in front of a mass of news reporters. Ellen brought her face to the window, and stared wide-eyed like a small child.

"There's so many of them. I never imagined..." she left her sentence hanging in the air, awestruck. Arika crossed her arms in front of her and put back a tough facade. Kiara started to nervously fiddle with her dress again. Ellen looked at her new friends as they came to a complete stop and the driver got out to open their doors.

"What do you think, girls? Should we answer all their questions? Or not? You _know_ they'll be asking all kinds of pesky questions," she said with an eye roll.

Arika was the first to answer. "I think we should just walk in with our heads high and ignore them. Some of their questions might be insulting or personal."

"But then we'll seem stuck up. They won't respect us. We should just act naturally and answer whatever questions we want to, but not all of them," Kiara protested.

"Alright. I agree with Kiara. Let's walk in as quickly as possible, but we can still answer a few questions. Okay?" She didn't wait for an answer. The driver had already opened their door, flooding the cab with noise. They wouldn't be able to hear each other. Ellen slid out of the car first and stood before the crowd, straightening her skirt conscientiously. She waited for Arika and Kiara, wanting to walk in together. A frenzied man in a suit rushed up to Ellen and stuck a microphone in her face.

"How do you think women playing in Grifball will effect the game? How will male members react?"

"Well, um, I'm just going to, uh-" Geez! She hadn't expected to get so tongue-tied!

Ellen was saved by someone in a Rampancy t-shirt ushering the man away from her and back into the crowd. Their driver helped Kiara and Arika out of the car and they stood by Ellen's side. Their chauffeur (and now apparent bodyguard) stood slightly behind them, pushing away any reporters that got too close. The three looked at each other for a moment, then nodded and shouldered their way through the mass of people and into the deafeningly quiet stadium.

Ellen looked behind them just before the doors slammed shut, and saw a line of people all wearing those Rampancy t-shirts gesturing the media away from the stadium. They must work for Rampancy in one way or another. One man in the crowd stood out for whatever reason. He had no camera, no microphone, no suit, no dazzlingly fake smile. He was plain and simple, but he stood out nonetheless. All Ellen could see were his arms crossed over an orange Grifball shirt and a scowl. A cold, cruel, accusatory scowl. A scowl that asked her what exactly she thought she was doing here, while simultaneously telling her that she would never be good enough to succeed. Then the doors bounced shut a final time, shutting out all views and sounds of the outside.

His attitude bothered Ellen, but there was nothing she could do about it at the moment. She turned around and hurried to catch up with her new teammates, who were already halfway down the hall. Arika and Kiara were talking animatedly about finally getting to be "behind the scenes" at a Grifball stadium. Ellen was about to rejoin the conversation when they stopped in front of their new coach. Ryan Anderson.

The first thing anyone would notice was his severely short graying hair. He was tall, eye-to-eye with Ellen, and probably somewhere in his mid-fifties. His nose had obviously been broken one too many times, which earned him automatic respect from Ellen. She could sense the women next to her straightening up, and caught herself doing the same. Coach Anderson's hands were clasped behind his back, and he gave them the once-over before offering his hand to Ellen.

"Ryan Anderson. Coach, to you. Welcome to the team, ladies."

"Thank you, sir. I'm Ellen Thompson."

He nodded tersely, then conducted similar exchanges with Kiara and Arika.

"If you all would follow me, we'll get you outfitted with your armor." He turned on his heel, and began walking quite quickly down the corridor. The girls looked at one another, eyebrows raised, and hurried to keep up with him. No one said a word, and the only sound was the four sets of footsteps and their echoes. It was rather eerie.

Coach Anderson turned suddenly into a room on their right, and the girls nearly had to backtrack to follow. They walked into a large room, with intimidating sets of armor surrounding them at even intervals. Each was unique, but the base colors were all Rampancy blue. There were small plaques by each suit, and Ellen could make out the different names that must correspond to their respective set of armor.

She watched Kiara gravitate towards a blue and yellow Venator suit. Ellen was almost surprised; all those sharp corners and hard edges didn't seem to suit Kiara, but it would definitely intimidate any opposing team. Arika walked slowly towards a set of Stalker armor, but an Operator helmet was perched atop it. It's trim was orange, which went very well with the sturdier design.

Ellen found her name next to a set of Protector's armor. It would work well for a Defender like herself. She studied it, and found it brought a smile to her face. It was small and light enough for her famous sneak attacks, yet sturdy enough to protect her adequately from injury. She liked that it was thinner around the legs (good for running) and heavier around her shoulders (good against gravity hammers). Ellen noticed that it's coloring matched Kiara's; blue and yellow.

"Ha! Not only are our names similar, but take a look at our armor!" Kiara looked up, and cracked a smile when she saw what Ellen meant.

Coach broke into their focus on the armor with instructions. "Well, I'll leave you to get suited up. When you're done, meet us in the training room. Down the hall and second on your left." With that, he turned on his heel again and left.

The girls hurriedly pulled on the armor and found it was lighter than they expected. Ellen noticed three plaques that were missing their matching suits. She assumed those were the men's sets. Which would mean their male teammates were already in the training room. She kept her helmet magnetized to her back, and saw the other two do the same. Ellen went to the door and held it open, waving them on.

"Come on, girls! Let's go see just how warm a welcome we can get!"

When they stepped into the large gym-like area, all conversation stopped uneasily. Ellen would've bet that the talk had been about them. The question was, good or bad? Three men were lined up, armor on but helmets magnetized to their backs. Coach stood behind them, planning to keep watch over the introductions.

The man on the far right was just about average height, caucasian, blonde (with an obviously dyed silver streak), green eyes, and a sneaky grin. Ellen had seen him before; he'd been in plenty of rather scandalous news stories. This was Alex Cross, pro Grifball player, womanizer, and Runner. Ellen had seen him play before and he was great when he wasn't busy breaking rules and transferring to different teams.

He must have noticed Ellen eyeing him warily, because he winked and offered a handshake. "Alex Cross. But, by the way you're looking at me, I can guess you already know who I am."

Ellen only nodded and replied rather cautiously as she shook his outstretched hand. "Ellen Thompson."

"Oh, Ellen, huh? Can I call you Ellie, miss Thompson?"

"Errrm, sure, I guess. It's nice to meet you."

Ellen moved down the line to meet her next teammate. He was slim and muscular, and he looked shorter than he probably was because he was leaning all his weight on one leg. His skin was evenly tanned, which made his easy grin stand out brightly. Ellen noticed his brown hair looked as though it hadn't been combed in the last week. It was actually rather charming, as were his bright hazel eyes. The man in front of her didn't offer his hand right away, only pretend-pouted.

"Do I get to call you Ellie, too?"

"Well, that depends. I don't know who _you_ are yet," Ellen replied easily. She could tell she was going to like this joker. He straightened up for a moment as he put his hand out in front of him, suddenly military-crisp.

"Will Weissman, at your service ma'am."

She laughed, and took his hand. "Ellie Thompson, at yours."

He returned to his previous slouched position, and his smile widened.

"It's a pleasure to have you aboard. I know you'll make our team the best it can be."

"Well, thank you!"

Ellen continued down the line once again, to her last new teammate, expecting a similar warm welcome. Maybe there wouldn't be any arrogant jerks to deal with after all.

Obviously that had been too much to hope. He stood stiffly with his arms crossed defensively in front of him. He was tall, and could almost look down at Ellen. She could tell he was certainly trying to. He was brown haired, like Will, but much colder. His hair was very carefully taken care of, and darker than Will's. His eyes were green, like Alex's, but far from playful. They were scornful, already judging her. He didn't make a move to greet her, only spread his feet apart as though declaring the room his territory.

Still, Ellen decided that he couldn't possibly be _all_ bad. He would have to at least give her his name. She offered her hand for a handshake. "Ellen Thompson, defender."

He didn't move. Didn't even blink. He never broke eye contact, and he never took her hand. "Ah. I see how it is then. I'll prove to you I'm worth, at the very least, a greeting." Ellen made her voice uncharacteristically cold, hoping to show him she wasn't going to back down.

Coach Anderson suddenly came from behind and smacked this man upside the head. He grunted and said, "Jackson Rothe, team captain." Jackson still refused to take her hand. Coach looked pissed, but didn't press the matter any further.

"Alright, everyone. Now we've got _most_," he looked pointedly at Jackson, "introductions out of the way, there's a little something I want to say to start the season off with. If you'll all follow me..."

The team snapped on their helmets and trailed after him. Jackson stuck close to Coach's heels, but Will and Alex fell into step with the girls. Ellen knew she'd have problems with that Jackson man, but perhaps the support of the other two would be enough. After all, two out of three wasn't bad.


	3. Chapter 2: Familiar Words

**(A/N) It's a Friday, and that means it's time for another Grifball: Running Rampant update, this time brought to you by the fabulous BrambleStar14! I hope you'll all love it as much as I did! As before, we're still open for applications for the sequel to Phase One: Genesis, but the clock is ticking!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Two: Familiar Words<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>If you obey all the rules you miss all the fun." <em>- Katharine Hepburn

* * *

><p>Alex walked slowly across the room as the coach called them over for another one of his yearly little "pep talks". He was well used to Coach's usual tricks by now. Every year, before the start of a new Grifball season, Ryan Anderson would line Rampancy up in front of him and give them all a healthy dose of his voice for a while. But this was the first time ever that he would give the speech with a woman present, let alone three women!<p>

Alex's thoughts drifted over to the pre-mentioned women. Many people thought that women was all that he ever thought about. The Alex Cross they knew was the one that they had heard about in the news and in the magazines and the face that he presented during interviews. Alex didn't always think about the ladies, which might surprise many people, but his thoughts went to his new team-mates as he pondered what they would bring to the team.

Ellen, or "Ellie" as he'd christened her. Dark skinned and with curly hair, with long limbs. A defender. A dying breed nowadays, Alex thought with some sadness. Players were changing roles or retiring and the Hybrids didn't help much, with the fact that they would combine several roles at once. How would penalties ever be taken anymore, if there were no defenders to block a runner's path to the goal? She looked able enough to swing a Grav Hammer and imposing enough in the armour to deter any Runners. She would probably do fine.

But Ellie, she might yet know her stuff. She looked confident enough. She even stared down Jackson; not many people had ever succeeded in facing Mr Rothe down. Stupid traditionalist with his stupid beliefs that women shouldn't be playing sport. Still, he was the boss and Alex was only the second. Well, the second until he either transferred yet again or Rothe got injured. Or quit. But that was unlikely: Jackson wouldn't quit a game if he was having a heart attack and Alex should know, he'd done it before.

Arika Myles. Ari. The new Tank. A very important position, so Alex could imagine the pressure that she would be under. Tall, dark hair, slightly tanned. She'd looked impressive enough in her armour that Alex wouldn't write her off just yet. Kinda pretty too. The kind of girl that Alex would be interested in-

No! Nope! Bad thoughts! Straying into forbidden territory there, Alex! He sliced off his train of thoughts and moved to more... acceptable areas, meaning that he went to the final teammate.

Kiara Thomas. The other Tank. She was small, which was in itself unusual for a tank. Normally, the pro teams went for the biggest guys able to wield a Grav Hammer they could find. Though maybe she was hiding it. She was pale, looked nervous enough, but she _was_ looking at Jackson, so that would be understandable. Red headed and blue-eyed. Another good looking one-

Goddamn it Al! What are you playing at?! You want to get kicked out of Rampancy as well!? Sure, you'd be a loss, but they'd use Will and get on with it. You might be one of the highest ranked runners (and Alex should know, he played Grifball: 2542 as much as any other addict) but Will was nearly as good as he was, so Rampancy wouldn't lose out too badly.

The three women were either going to improve the team, or weaken it. Alex guessed that they would see about that when the time came. And the time was fast approaching. Coach was gesturing and everyone stopped their socialising, except for Jacky, who had decided to stand in a corner and glare darkly.

They ran over to the coach and stood in a line in front of him smartly. He slowly walked up and down in front of them, eyeing every single one of them carefully, as though determined to find and root out any possible flaws in them. Eventually, he stopped pacing and took several steps backwards, letting himself see them all without having to turn his head. He nodded slightly, affirming to himself that they were the team that he coached and not some other team that had killed the Rampancy team and taken their place or something like that.

"Right," he said, drawing any uncaptured attention on to him as he began the speech. Alex mentally prepared his checklist for the things that Coach would say. It was almost like Bingo, except that there were bonus points awarded if he identified Anderson saying the same thing in a different way.

"This is a big year. This is the year that we," at this, he gestured around at both himself and the whole team. "We get more teammates. Arika, Ellen and Kiara. Three brand new, never seen before players. We have no idea how they'll perform, but I expect them to perform to the standards we expect here at Rampancy."

Jackson snorted. Coach took a few seconds to glare at him, achieving nothing except causing Jackson to stand up straighter. Careful, Jackson, Alex thought. Keep on like this and Coach will have to strip away your Captainship.

"Now that Jackson has decided to act his age," Coach continued, apparently fed up with Jackson's attitude. "We can continue. These women are our new teammates. I expect you to make them welcome," another glance was shot at Jackson. "And be kind and considerate. These new players are undoubtedly nervous."

They didn't look nervous, Alex thought. In fact, the coach's words only made them stand up straighter and snap to attention. Alex was impressed, though Jackson wasn't, of course, turning his face in the other direction.

"These new players may shake things up, but we need to act like a team!" Coach encouraged, imploring the group to work together, making a face that would show them how displeased that he would be if they didn't act like he expected them. "I know that it's a big leap to deal with women on the team!"

Not for you, Al thought as he saw Coach's lips pull upwards into a smirk for a split second. You've always campaigned for women. Oh, you don't say it, but all the signs are there. Al was actually rather good at reading people from their faces and from their clothing and from how they acted. It was just a natural gift or something. Karen always used to call it his "Sherlock Holmes Thing". He winced at the thought of Karen, before tuning back in.

"But it's a change we need to adapt to. There is no going back and there is no changing the rules and regulations. So these women are on the team. End of story. Any problems Rothe, and you'll be handing in your Captainship. Cross will be the Captain and you'll still have to deal with it!" Jackson scowled. Apparently the coach wasn't going to stand for any possible mutinies this time.

"Weissman, Cross, Rothe, I understand that you may feel trepidation about our ranks being filled so quickly, I know that Hawkins, Godwin and Alders were all good players and friends of yours. But we need to work together!"

Al tried to hide his grief at the mention of his friends. Caleb Godwin was a defender last season. He could play well, but he got on best with Jackson, not Will or Al. The idiot had it all: Fame, Success and all of the attention he needed. And then he got cocky. Did a few rounds of substance abuse and got landed in jail for six months. He never appeared fazed. And then they announced his immediate suspension from Grifball indefinitely. And _then_ he cried.

Brian Alders hung out with Will a lot, but he got on alright with Alex. A tank and a damn good one too. He always loved to party, probably why he and Will got on so well, they were perfect for each other. But he always had a drinking problem. And it cost him dearly. He got himself so drunk that when someone criticised how he played offensively, he lashed out. Ended up nearly killing the guy and need Jackson, Anthony and Alex to all pull him off of the dude. Got banged up and banned from Grifball. Indefinitely.

Anthony Hopkins. This was Alex's best friend. Apart from Jackson, when he wasn't being a stuck up prick. They hung out, they laughed, they joked. They were generally always seen together outside of the arena. But then came the match against Firebird. And Anthony got a Grav Hammer round between the shoulder blades. It broke his neck. He's still alive, but critically injured. He's paralysed from the waist down and can never play Grifball again. Al thought that Anthony got the worst out of the three.

Three good players. All down the drain due to their own mistakes or a damn Gravity Hammer. Who ever said Grifball wasn't fun, eh?

Jackson and Will were apparently having similar thoughts, as grief briefly marred both of their faces as well, before they snapped back to Coach.

He focused on Jackson for a second. He wasn't sure that he liked the look on his face. He knew why he was so annoyed. Much as he loathed to admit it, Jackson had a point. Still didn't change matters though. He could go about things a much better way. Al should have realised how badly Jackson would take it after he called him during the announcement.

* * *

><p><em>Al waited for Jackson to pick up the phone, anxious to hear how he had taken the news of women playing Grifball. He personally wasn't complaining, more women meant that he was likelier to find someone, but he wouldn't have to go too far is none of them were co-operative. One of the benefits to fame, he thought as he cracked his knuckles and listened to the dialing earpiece.<em>

"_Yes?" came a curt voice from the other end of the phone. Al sighed in relief. He was worried about what Jackson would do for a minute. He didn't want to wake up tomorrow and hear about the untimely death of the Commissioner of Grifball._

"_Jackson?" he asked tentatively. There was a sigh of relief from his Captain's end now_

"_Alex, thank god!" He sighed into his own phone. "I thought you were the press. This announcement is so bullshi-" Al decided to cut him off._

"_Mate, it won't be so bad. Just wait and se-" Jackson had also decided he wanted to interrupt apparently._

"_DON'T TELL ME TO WAIT AND SEE! THIS IS BULLSHIT! WOMEN CAN'T PLAY SPORTS! THEY NEVER HAVE BEEN ABLE TO! THEY SHOULDN'T START NOW! AND YOU JUST SITTING THERE, TELLING ME IT'LL BE FINE! FUCK THIS!"_

_And Al heard the sound of something breaking for a split second before the phone cut off. He rather fancied that Jackson had thrown his phone against the wall. He shook his head slowly before leaning back in his recliner._

_Jackson would come around and apologise in the end. He always did after he realised how irrational he was. It was how the pair worked. They would generally point out each other's flaws, but they'd still stick together in the end._

_It was how they worked._

Alex sighed as he remembered that night, before focusing his mind on another particular night.

"_You're being a prick." Al was in Jackson's suite, relaxing in one of his chairs as he looked at the guy, who was pacing up and down after getting a call from his father, who was also pissed off that women were allowed into "a man's sport" as well. Al doubted that Jackson would give a shit either way without his father guiding his every step._

"_Is that so?" Jackson had apparently decided that today wasn't the day to apologise. Instead, he fixed Al with a glare. "How so?" His tone was forcefully light, but his meaning was dead plain._

_Al got straight to the point._

"_You're angry about women playing Grifball, but you haven't seen women even try to play it. You never considered the possibility of a woman ever playing as good as you. You refuse to listen to anyone who might give you good advice and only think that in this case, you and your father are the only voices really worth listening to on this particular topic. Give 'em a chance and see what they do. If they screw it up, I will publicly support you in your various feelings against them. If they do well-"_

"_Which they won't!" Jackson snarled. Al could see that the matter was lost. He raised his hands and shrugged his shoulders._

_At least he tried. Jackson would apologise. With time._

_It was how they worked._

* * *

><p>Al sighed. He never had gotten that apology.<p>

He mentally checked his checklist. 100%. As always, the Coach never really changed his speech. He got ready for the final part of the speech, the bit about how he expected great things and to do him proud.

"One last thing Rampancy."

Here it came.

"Some of you may be getting certain... feelings about the newest members of our team."

Alex's eyes few wide open. No way! He was altering his speech?!

"Remember one thing team! These players are team-mates. They are women, but they are on your team. They are not things to be played with, or treated like toys. You will treat them with humility and with respect. I know some of us can't control ourselves on occasion; I'm looking in your direction here Alex!"

Alex blinked. He raised his hands, a good natured grin on his face as he shrugged his shoulders at the rest of them. Will rolled his eyes and turned away, the girls still looked nervous of him, but then, he had built up quite the reputation. Jackson did nothing, but turned away, face impassive. Now it was Alex's turn to roll his eyes.

"Now, let's make it clear that I want these women treated like how you would ordinarily treat your male team-mates. And now I'm telling you to leave them alone Cross, cause I know that you'd go after them even if they were male!"

Alex spread his arms wide, an innocent look on his face. How unfair for the Coach to bring his sexuality into this. Just cause he didn't really mind who he went for! Will grinned again and Coach just shook his head.

"So, that's it overall." Al's checklist reappeared. He was missing something. Hmmm, what was it. Had the Coach missed it too?

"I expect great things Rampancy. Do me proud!"

Oh wait, there it was.

* * *

><p>"Hey! Hey, Ellie!" Ellen turned around as Al caught up to her as they left the building. A smile crossed her features.<p>

"Need a ride back home? My car door's always open to a beautiful lady like yourself!" She shook her head slightly, chuckling.

"No thanks Alex, I'm sure you and your ego have enough trouble fitting into the car." Alex laughed as well.

"Are you sure? I can always give you a ride, whenever you want. We could even stop at my place first!" Ellen shook her head again.

"I'm sure there are other girls you can take home. Or guys." And she walked off, leaving Alex staring after her, slack-jawed.

"BITCH!" he yelled, somewhat half heartedly, before turning back to his car.

Maybe they would do better this year. Maybe they'd do better than last year's mid table finish.

Or maybe Jackson was right. And maybe the girls would be nothing but trouble.

Alex didn't care either way. He briefly, just for the sake of it, out of sheer reflex, allowed one thought to enter his mind:

'_Do you reckon the Coach'll let men and women change in the same locker room?'_


	4. Chapter 3: Learn Your Lessons Well

**(A/N) Alright, it's time for the latest update in our Grifball saga, and we'll see if the girls will be running rampant as they begin to assimilate into Team Rampancy. With a frosty reception from their captain, something is making me doubt it! Written by the spectacular Lili-Hunter, here is Rampancy's captain, Jackson Rothe! **

**As before, we're still looking for writers for our Project Freelancer fic, but will but declaring those that we'll be going with in less than a week, so get your asses in gear!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Three - Learn Your Lessons Well<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"It is not true that people are naturally equal, for no two people can be together for even half an hour without one acquiring an evident superiority over the other." <em>

– Samuel Johnson

* * *

><p>"Alright, Rampancy, listen up!"<p>

Jackson Rothe shifted his weight onto his right leg, crossing his muscled arms in front of his chest. The training center before him looked much as it always did; unforgiving metal surfaces doused in harsh fluorescent lighting. His teammates were scattered to his right and slightly in front of him, as he leant against the back wall of the training room, with one exception; Will was by his shoulder, hands held loosely by the sides of his blue training armour.

Alex, despite Jackson's dark glare, remained with the group of women. No doubt, he was flirting shamelessly with each and every one. God, it was as though he _wanted_ to encourage his reputation, even though it was only half-deserved. Jackson's lip curled, and he clenched his fists. He'd have thought Alex would at least make an attempt at subtlety – especially in front of the Coach – after the whole sexual harassment lecture.

As it was, Coach Ryan Anderson's attention was otherwise held. His eyes were glittering with disapproval, as he glanced at the space separating the captain from the rest of the team. Jackson huffed and rolled his eyes, but made no attempt to move. "Oi! Enough jabbering, it's time to get to work."

One by one, the females – and Alex – gave Coach their attention. He nodded slightly, eyes narrowed, and then swallowed once before continuing. "Over the last couple of days, ladies, I've managed to scrounge up a bit of footage from your matches. I studied your strengths and weaknesses, and now I've decided how best you'll fit into this team."

Idly, Jackson let his gaze run over the three females, wondering what the Coach had seen. Hopefully, nothing too horrifying – as much as he hated to admit it, he needed to use at least one of those girls.

The first woman was long-legged and slender, with caramel skin and dark brown hair that fell in smooth waves. He'd forgotten her name – Eliza? Emily? – but he knew that she was a Defender. Odd, since it was a dying position in the big leagues.

Black-haired and brown-eyed, Arika was next in line. Jackson remembered her name only because she'd been the first to introduce herself to him. She was decidedly average, and he had no idea how she'd managed to land herself a spot in Rampancy.

The last of their new female players was completely unremarkable, if not for the fact that she claimed to be a Tank, despite the fact she didn't look particularly strong. Kiara, he thought her name was. Or something like that, at least. With long red hair and wide blue eyes, she seemed entirely too innocent for the job, if anyone asked him.

Which they hadn't. Because, if Jackson had been consulted, those damn girls wouldn't have been there at all.

"Remember, you've got big shoes to fill. Now, I mean no offence, but Anthony, Brian, and Caleb were good players," Coach Anderson continued. "They deserved their spots on this team, and it's a damn shame that they went and threw them away. Except for Anthony, of course – that was a downright tragedy." Anthony Hawkins had been one of Rampancy's previous Tanks, before breaking his neck and being ruled out from ever playing professional Grifball again. "Anyway, enough rambling about that. What I'm saying, is that you may be good – hell, you may be great – but you've only ever played as amateurs. These boys" – and here, he swept his hands towards Alex, Will, and Jackson – "have been playing in the professional league for years. So, obviously, I'm expecting a bit of difference between you. However, that being said, if you aren't taking every damn opportunity to prove me wrong, then you don't belong here. Rampancy ain't a team for slackers. Work hard, ladies, and we'll get along just swell."

Coach seemed to become suddenly aware that he had gone off on a tangent. He cleared his throat. "Anyway. I took all of this new information under consideration, and I now have the line-up for the next couple of games. Jackson, Alex, Arika and Ellen; you'll be first on the field. Will and Kiara, I'm keeping you on the benches – but only for the first couple of games. Now," he raised his voice, addressing the team at large, "anybody got any problems with that?"

Silence replaced his voice, and the six teammates glanced at each other. Jackson was dumbfounded. _What the hell?_ As if _that_ was what the Coach was proposing. He shook his head, waiting for Will to laugh and call him out on it.

But Will stayed silent.

_Okay, _he thought, with a flash of irritation, _fuck it_. "What the hell, Coach? You can't be serious," he growled. Jackson's green eyes flashed as he strode forward.

"Oh, I'm serious, Rothe."

His lip curled in anger, and the acid in his stomach started to simmer. Jackson's arm flung out, pointing straight at Will. "You can't just put Will on the bench! That's bullshit, Coach, and you know it."

Coach Anderson raised an eyebrow, setting his hands on his hips. "Oh? And your suggestion of having _two_ Runners is perfectly ideal."

"C'mon, Coach, I'm not an idiot-"

"That's debatable," Alex stage-whispered, earning a scathing glare.

"-but you know we can't just _leave_ him out."

"Then what do you suggest?" The question dripped with sarcasm, and Jackson clenched his jaw, the anger and frustration building in his chest. His hands curled into fists, almost subconsciously.

"Will's fast – he'll catch any other team's Runner. Let him play as a Defender, at least. For God's sake," Jackson snapped, "one girl is bad enough. We _need_ Will."

"Jackson!" Coach Anderson's voice cracked in reprimand. Jackson locked his jaw, matching his glare with a defiant one of his own. "A player is a player, and I won't be having any discrimination on my team. You hear that?"

"It's a fact, Coach – we both know it! They're amateurs! Obviously, they're a liability. And I thought it was in our best interests to _minimize_ that liability." The words were delivered with the confidence of someone who knew they spoke the truth. Unfortunately, Coach Anderson just wasn't getting it.

His eyes narrowed dangerously. "If you have a problem with them being here, Rothe…" Coach's hand lifted, pointing unerringly towards the exit at the back of the room. "Door's right there."

They stayed like that, both men frozen and tense, until Will spoke up, waving his hand dismissively. "Jackson, don't worry, man. It's cool. I'm good with staying on the bench. At least for now."

Coach returned his gaze to Jackson, one eyebrow raised pointedly. "Any more of my authority you'd like to question, Jackson?"

There was an insult hidden in there somewhere, and the captain's eyes narrowed. "Yeah, actually, there is."

"Well, shut up, because we have to train and you've wasted enough of my time already."

A laugh burst from Will, who smiled widely at Coach Anderson. "Ah, ever the sweetest, aren't you, Ryan?"

"That's 'Coach Anderson' to you, smartass."

"Geez, '_Coach Anderson'_, I get all tingly when you take control like that," Will smirked.

Coach paused, and seemed to take a deep breath. If Jackson hadn't been busy fighting the urge to put his fist through a wall, he may have snickered. "Alright, enough," Coach said. "First match of the season ain't getting any further away. Warm-ups – I want twenty laps. Move it!"

Jackson let his helmet fall to the floor - it was just unnecessary weight - and then moved forward. For the first couple of laps, the team moved as one – but then, the girls began to fall behind. Alex and Jackson leapt forward, each straining for first place in friendly competition, with Will trailing somewhere in the middle, too lazy to keep up with his friends but easily maintaining his fast pace.

After the twenty laps – which Alex had won, and had taken the three females significantly longer to complete than their male teammates – they did push-ups, chin-ups, and sit-ups, working to warm up their bodies. Jackson was able to win back some of his pride as he completed the set much more efficiently than Alex – after all, he didn't hold up a damn Gravity Hammer all-game for nothing – but he noticed, with no small measure of contempt, that once again, the girls struggled to keep up.

Once their warm-up was completed – though, Jackson doubted if it even deserved to be called that. Those small exercises were pathetic in comparison to their usual routine, and he wondered about the change – Coach Anderson spoke up. "Before I start running you through some of our plays, I want to see you with your weapons. Up and at 'em!"

With a chorus of groans, the team clambered to their feet. Weapon Training may have been one of the more exciting components of a Grifball player's daily routine, but no matter what way you looked at it, getting beaten up by your own teammates was in no way an appealing prospect.

He grouped them into pairs, quickly – Alex and Jackson, Will and Ellen, Arika and Kiara – and told them to use their energy swords first. Coach walked around the small battles as they practiced, critiquing each person's style, form, and overall competency.

Alex grinned cockily, tipping his head to once side. "You ready for this?" he asked Jackson, the challenge clear in his tone.

"What, to beat you up? Cross, I was born ready," Jackson replied, his energy sword bursting into life with a crackle of plasma. For a moment, Will and Ellen were just visible over Alex's right shoulder – the pair danced back and forth, coming to swift and savage blows. Will was obviously holding back, wielding his sword with slightly less skill than usual. Jackson rolled his eyes, and nearly missed Alex's sword flashing to his right.

He jumped back, barely avoiding the blow. "Getting careless there, Jackson," Coach called.

Jackson gritted his teeth, swinging his right arm up for a devastating blow. Alex deflected it, ducking out of the way with a cackle. He responded swiftly with a sharp jab to Jackson's middle, which the captain managed to sidestep quickly.

Despite his skill, Alex landed a few blows – though he was on the receiving end of quite a few, as well. His superior reflexes had saved him from Jackson's sword, but when Coach called for them to switch weapons, the smugness drained from Alex's face. Jackson, jogging back after his latest respawning, laughed in response.

This time, Alex was repeatedly sent flying as Jackson landed blow after blow with his Gravity Hammer. By the time Coach called the mini-fights to a close, the team captain had been respawned only twice – and Alex at least five. He threw a smug grin towards his second, who replied with an annoyed mutter of "asshole" under his breath.

When the Coach deemed them ready, he gathered Rampancy into a semi-circle. They all leant forward, some of the women with their hands on their knees, breathing heavily as they listened. "It's time to run through some of the plays that I think we'll be needing. Also, it's a good idea to get you guys working together, before we let you loose in the stadium. All right? Great," he continued, without waiting for an answer. "There's more to Grifball than catching a ball, and knocking some heads together. It takes strategy, skill, and a fair bit of teamwork to even get your hands on that bomb.

"Now, I'm sure you're all familiar with the rules of Grifball, but if you're not…" Coach trailed off, raising his hands to point at either end of the training hall. "Goals are that way, and the ball's usually right about here," he continued, pointing at their feet. "Don't forget, it tends to go up in celebratory flames whenever you score a point. So steer clear of the explosion, okay? Oh, and that brings me to my next point – watch your radars, for Pete's sake. Try not to step in your teammates splash zone. Or your opponents', actually."

Coach Anderson continued in this fashion for a while, until the foundations had been well and truly laid. By that point, Jackson had nearly fallen asleep. As though they needed to hear this. Alex, Will, and himself practically lived and breathed Grifball – they were more than familiar with the rules of the game. "But, first things first. For the sake of our new players, we're going to run through several basic strategies.

"Firstly; what is the objective of any match?"

_Are you kidding me?_ "Win," Jackson called.

"And how do we do that?"

Alex stepped forward. "Well, you grab the ball," he began, wrinkling his forehead as though he found it hard to remember, "and then you run with it, and then… uh…"

Will nodded sagely, and mimed an explosion with his hands. "Boom," he said wisely.

"Yeah, yeah, we've heard enough from you three. How about you, ladies? What do you think is the easiest way to get a hold of the ball?"

The girls glanced at each other, before one stepped forward. Brown eyes, sleek black hair – Jackson knew her as Arika. One of the more outgoing of the three females.

"At the beginning of the round, teams typically race to get to the ball first. It's usually a bloodbath," she supplied, shrugging.

"That's true," Coach Ryan admitted, "but not what I was looking for. Anyone else?"

When no one else answered – God, could they _be_ any more intimidated? It was, frankly, pissing Jackson off – he let out a loud sigh, and stated the obvious answer. "Launch the ball carrier at the start of the match, and you've got an instant head-start. That is, if he doesn't die immediately." The last sentence was delivered with a meaningful glance towards Alex, whom held up his hands.

"Hey!" he called. "I cannot _believe_ you're still not over that, Jackson. That was two bloody years ago! My shields were all buggered. It happened _once_!"

"Whatever helps you sleep at night, Cross."

Alex huffed indignantly.

"Guys, bring the focus back. Jackson, you were right. Launches are the easiest way to get a hold of the ball, or even to propel your ball carrier across the map for an easy score." The girls were nodding, but Coach pursed his lips. "Boys – care to demonstrate?"

"Dibs as Runner!" Will called instantly, causing an explosion of mock-insults from Alex.

Jackson pulled his helmet over his face, hearing a faint _hiss_ as the training suit sealed automatically. Without it, he could very easily give himself a concussion just by being in the 'splash zone' of his own weapon. Jackson jogged forward, reaching over his shoulder for the handle of his Gravity Hammer. The weight was familiar in his hands, and Alex did the same.

They walked to the centre of the room before stopping and turning to face each other. A gap of five meters separated the pair, and Jackson glanced through his visor, waiting for Will. The Runner had pulled on his helmet, and waited, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

"Go!" Coach called.

Will exploded into movement, sprinting towards his male teammates. They waited, Hammers ready. When the Runner was almost equal with them, he jumped forward into the air.

Jackson swung the Gravity Hammer instantly. His shoulders burned with the force of his hit, and the room echoed with the resultant boom. Alex had done the same, and Will was thrown through the air. He whooped, tucking into a ball as he flipped, before landing easily. "Touch down!" he roared with a grin, one hand on the floor.

"Eh, good job," Coach told the trio. He then turned back to the team at large. "That's one of the primary launches, and is used the most commonly used. You don't need two launchers, but it's more effective."

"But, that's not the launch you use at the beginning of the match, right? It would take too long to coordinate," one girl interrupted. Her training armour flashed blue and yellow under the fluorescent lights.

Coach nodded, looking mildly surprised. "Good observation, Ellen." Ah, so that was their new Defender's name. Not that Jackson would make any particular effort to remember it. "But, no, you're right – we use a different launch at the beginning. Most players refer to it simply as the "Spawn Bonk Launch". If you four" – he gestured at the three female players, and then at Alex – "could get into a line…" They complied, and watched the Coach expectantly. He paused, and glanced at the girl who had spoken. "Are you familiar with this?"

"Of course," Ellen answered.

"Perfect, you don't need to watch as much. You're number one. Arika, you're two; Alex, three; and Kiara, you'll be fourth. Understand?"

"No." Arika's brow was creased in confusion.

"Well, pay attention! Ellen, once the match starts, you race forward. You're backup, in case this doesn't work. Don't go for the ball – fend off the other team, if you can. Arika and Kiara – as soon as you hear that buzzer go, you spin right around and smash those Gravity Hammers as hard as you can. Alex'll jump straight up and – hopefully – be flung right to the ball. Now do you get it?"

There were a few mumbles of agreement, and Jackson rolled his eyes. He'd known the women would be incapable, but _seriously?_ How the fuck did they not know how to work a simple Spawn Bonk? He just hoped they had the skill not to break any of Alex's bones.

With the recent influx of pathetic females, Rampancy needed all the _man_power it could get.

The rest of the training session continued in much the same fashion – Coach would explain a launch or a strategy, occasionally demanding a demonstration – and Jackson found himself quickly becoming irritated. He'd been here for hours upon hours – especially as he was always first to arrive – and yet he'd barely broken a sweat. Usually, Coach would be driving them into the ground. But with the females, he was obviously going easy for their first training session of the season. Ha! So much for "player equality".

"Okay, enough!" Jackson's voice cracked through the stadium, interrupting Coach's conversation with the redheaded girl, Kiara, and drawing everyone's gaze. He ignored them all, watching only Coach Anderson. "Look, I get that they're new, Coach, but seriously? Stop fucking babysitting. Either they're good enough to play in the professional league, or you have to dumb it down because the _amateurs_" – his voice was dipped in acid, and one of the girls, Kiara, flinched – "can't handle it. One or the other, Coach."

"What are you trying to say, Jackson?" Coach's gaze was ice-cold.

Jackson raised a hand, gesturing angrily. "God, are you even listening to yourself? You've gone through every fucking play, launch, and strategy _in the history of Grifball_. I don't think they'd learn anymore if you slapped 'em with a textbook. We" – he pointed at himself, Will, and then Alex – "know it all. For God's sake, you're boring us to tears. If they" – he gestured back to women, each movement sharp and angry – "need special attention, then they shouldn't be here. We need professionals on this team. Not toddlers."

"Stop being an ass." An unexpected voice called out the insult, and Jackson nearly laughed. Seriously? _That _was their comeback? "You can't expect us to be 'professionals' already. It's our first day." Finally, he realized who had spoken. It was one of the girls – Ellen. Her dark eyes flashed with rage, her hands on her hips.

Jackson's cold gaze snapped to meet hers. "Oh, I'm sorry. Did I offend you?" His tone was soaked in sarcasm, and he rolled his eyes. "I was told you were 'special'. Or, at the very damn least, good at what you do. So far, you haven't given me a single reason to believe that." He made a noise of disgust, and shook his head.

"You haven't even given us the chance!" A new voice called out, high and decidedly feminine. It was Kiara, the redheaded Tank, whom was incredibly shy. This was probably the first time she'd spoken all training. Jackson scoffed.

"Were you waiting for me to give you permission?" he replied, watching as she seemed to shrink under his disapproval. He threw his hands in the air. "You know what? Fine. You want to prove yourself? Go ahead."

There was a moment of silence, before Arika, at Kiara's shoulder, responded. "What?"

"You don't think I've given you a chance. So, I want you" – he raised a hand to point at Kiara as he backed away from the crowd slightly, giving himself room – "to attack me with your sword."

"I-" Kiara looked, helpless, towards Coach Anderson. He remained impassive, hands crossed over his chest as he watched the showdown.

"Scared?" Jackson growled. The challenge was clear, and suddenly Kiara's mouth moulded into a hard line.

His eyes narrowed as she charged at him. Jackson's hand tightened, slightly, on the energy sword by his side and the plasma exploded instantly into life.

With a yell, she slashed the energy sword in her right fist towards his chest. Jackson's left arm lashed out, easily knocking her forearm aside. His fingers tightened around her wrist at the last second, keeping the Tank captive, as her right hand automatically lashed out towards his face. But his forearm was already blocking her blow, as he jabbed towards her now-unprotected throat.

Jackson pulled back at the last second, so that the energy sword crackled merely inches from her skin. Her blue eyes were wide, and his gaze was hard as he forced her to look into his eyes.

"That," he began, voice cold, "was disgusting."

Jackson shoved her free, barely noticing as Kiara stumbled. His energy sword faded as he clasped it to his belt, raising his gaze to meet those of his team. "Training's over, everyone," he called. "Go home."

And with that, the team captain spun on his heel, and stormed into the men's locker room.

* * *

><p>"Jackson."<p>

The Rampancy Hybrid paused, in the middle of pulling his duffel bag from his locker, at the voice that sounded from behind him. His teeth grinded against each other, borderline painful, as he resisted the urge to throw his fist into his locker door. "'Sup, Coach."

"Look at me, Jackson." He obliged, leaning on the locker at his back as he crossed his arms. The cool metal pressed uncomfortably into his back, but he ignored it. Coach Anderson's lined face was stern, with the flickers of true anger burning in his eyes. Jackson rolled his eyes. "What's gotten into you?"

"What?" he replied, defensive. "I gave them what they wanted."

"After insulting and provoking them! Damn it, Jackson, but I expected you to be better than this. You're meant to be the Team Captain – start acting like it. The women are just as much part of Rampancy as Will or Alex."

"Oh, drop it, would you? We both know I only said what we were all thinking."

"See? This is exactly what I'm talking about. I don't know where this is coming from, but to be frank, it's not impressing me at all. Drop the attitude."

Jackson exhaled angrily. "You 'don't know where this is coming from'? Give me a break, Coach. You can't just hand me half a team of weak, timid, amateur women and expect me to be okay with that! I wanted some valuable players, not a bunch of damn girls!"

"Really. So that's your problem: you don't want women on your team." Coach Anderson's voice was flat.

Jackson slammed his locker door shut. "If you want to dumb it down, then yeah."

"Jackson, I know you're not sexist. What is it, really?"

The Hybrid looked at him scathingly. "No, Coach, of course I'm not sexist. But it's a fact – women are physically inferior. It can't be helped, and it's not their fault. But for God's sake, don't shove them onto my team and expect me to be okay with it."

There was a long moment of silence as Coach Anderson pursed his lips. His chin dipped slowly, as he seemed to consider his answer. Eventually he spoke, shaking his head slightly. "Ah, I see."

Jackson breathed a sigh of relief. "So, can we get some real men on our team?"

Coach's head shot back up, a look of incredulous disbelief on his face. "No! Suck it up! Whatever twisted views you may have, I've watched these women and I know how they play. They deserve their spot on Rampancy, Jackson, so put your damn helmet on and be a team captain they can be proud of!"

"But, Coach-"

"No 'but's, Rothe! You stop being an idiot, and get your head in the game! These women are good, and I know they can only help the team. So stop whining about them and start whipping them into a team _you_ can be proud of!"

"Coach-"

"That's an order."

Jackson paused, holding back the barrage of complaints. Coach Anderson just didn't understand. If he'd let him explain, then he'd get it.

Coach beamed – and if it was possible for a smile to be sarcastic, then he was doing it. "Great! Now have a shower, boy, 'cause you stink." And with that, he departed from the room.

Jackson nearly growled, and resisted the urge to fling his duffel bag at Coach Anderson's disappearing back. He glanced up at the familiar creak of a door being opened. He glanced at his teammate. "Hey, Will."

"Heard you talking to the Coach." The Runner's hazel eyes were guarded. "You really think that about the girls?"

Jackson scoffed. "'Think'? It's a scientific fact."

His friend nodded slowly. "I guess, but…"

"Oh, for God's sake. Not you, too."

Will rolled his eyes, a hint of a smile pulling at his lips. "Just don't be a dick to them, all right? Give 'em a chance, at least."

"I did," Jackson reminded him. "If you remember correctly."

"No, you didn't. You just scared Kiara shitless."

Jackson barked a laugh, shaking his head. "I was proving a point."

"Whatever, man." Will avoided his gaze, slowly stacking his training armour back into his locker.

"Fine," Jackson growled. It annoyed him that Will, his friend of however-many-years, had abruptly taken the girls' side. "Have it your way. Tomorrow's their last chance."

"Good enough," Will grinned, shutting his locker door and lifting his bag onto his shoulder. He held out a fist, and Jackson bumped it with a smirk. "See ya tomorrow, Cappie."

"Ass," Jackson grumbled, fighting a laugh. As Will disappeared, Jackson thought over his words. _Tomorrow's their last chance_, he'd said.

Abruptly, he laughed. Yeah, right. As though any one of them could prove him wrong. Coach would see soon enough – and surely, then, Jackson could convince him to get some real players for Rampancy.

With that thought firm in his mind, Jackson grabbed his bag and left the Rampancy training facilities, grinning to Coach Anderson as he left.


	5. Chapter 4: Rampant Party Animals

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the latest Grifball: Running Rampant chapter, and this one takes us away from the high-octane Grifball circuit, as the girls head out, and end up having a more eventful night than they anticipated. Written by TunelessLyric, welcome to the POV of Miss Arika Myles! Hope you'll all enjoy this as much as I did.**

**We've shut up shot for Phase Two applicants, and have selected our new additions to our team of writers, so congratulations to all those who made it, and commiserations to those that we were unfortunately not able to accept at this time.**

**Anyway, as I said before, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Four – Rampant Party Animals<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p><em>"Why is partying and having a good time bad?" - <em>Tara Reid

* * *

><p>Arika snapped her makeup bag shut with a sharp crack. She took the top layer of lip gloss off with a swipe of her tongue and took a critical look in the mirror. Her black hair was swept up into a knot high on her head. Dramatic eye shadow made her deep brown eyes stand out.<p>

"Are you ready _yet_?" demanded Ellen jokingly.

Arika huffed good-naturedly. "You can't rush perfection." She turned away from her mirror.

Kiara waved their antics away with a hand. "So, where exactly is this place?"

"Just the other side of the stadium," answered Arika with a shrug. "I've been there loads of times. Pretty hot club. Are you guys ready for some dancing?"

Ellen rolled her eyes. "Can we just go?" she asked. "You can tell us all about it on the ride over. If you have to."

Arika stalked out of the bathroom and hooked her arms into her teammates'. As she dragged them from her apartment – which appeared to have been a department store that had seen one too many tornadoes – where the trio had gotten done up for the night on the town. Outfits were strewn over the floor and assorted cheap furniture, makeup and nail polish of varying shades covered most horizontal surfaces. Arika snatched up a hand bag and her keys on her way out the door.

Twenty minutes later, the girls were getting out of their cab. Arika tilted her head back and took in the sight of the towering club. Pulsing lights in a myriad of shades and hues painted the darkening sky and pavement. She could feel the bass thumping in her ribcage.

"Wow, it's huge," breathed Kiara.

"Are you kidding? This is nothing compared to Club Errera in New Alexandria on Reach," put in Ellen.

"Whatever. It's nicer _inside_," said Arika meaningfully. Although the night was still comparatively warm, a sharp breeze was cutting through her pale green halter dress. She shivered and tried to hurry her companions.

Ellen, in her silver skirt and pale gray blouse looked striking. Kiara was going for more the sweeter side of her personality with the soft blue sundress hugging her body. The redhead was the next to attempt to cajole Ellen inside.

The tall woman relented, grudgingly, despite her dismissive words on the building. Arika led the way over to the bar. She ordered a drink, leaning on the crystal surface.

"I thought we were here to dance…?" said Kiara. Her eyebrows were drawn down thoughtfully.

"This," Arika held up her glass, "is how I dance."

Ellen shrugged. "As long as you don't hurt yourself in those heels."

Arika laughed. "Clearly, you haven't seen me at work on the dance floor."

"Do I have to?" inquired Kiara. Her innocent expression made Arika and Ellen burst out with giggles.

Kiara pouted and dove into the mass of dancing people behind her. Her teammates weren't far behind. Soon the three were all bopping enthusiastically to the beat. The tension and frustration of the first Rampancy training was long forgotten now.

Despite the fact that they had all poured blood, sweat and tears into getting onto the prestigious pro league team, _some_ teammates didn't seem to appreciate the effort they had made. Arika shook herself out of the dark and mutinous thoughts concerning a certain infuriating team captain. She still had fun, showing off and going through her paces for the more fair-minded men involved in the team. Jackson would realize what kind of assets the three female players would be after their first game.

"Hey."

Arika started at the low voice in her ear. She spun around, angry words lined up on her tongue, to face the blond hair and green eyes of Alex. She blew out a noisy sigh. "Frick, you nearly made me have an aneurism," she scolded.

An apologetic expression totally failed to cross his face. "Yeah, I'm sure I did."

Arika quirked an eyebrow. "What'cha want?"

Alex stroked his chin thoughtfully, eyes sweeping Ellen's graceful figure as she continued to dance. "What I want is to dance near her."

"I don't know about that..." Arika trailed off when she noticed he wasn't even listening to her.

He pushed over to their teammate, gently setting Kiara aside to do so. She threw him a faintly curious glance and moved over to Arika.

"How did we end up at the same place as him?" she muttered.

"No idea," Arika replied absently, watching the exchange take place.

Alex leaned in close to Ellen and put forward his request, practically yelling to make himself heard. She drew back and pretended to consider it for a short moment. Then she slowly shook her head with a smile.

Defeated, the blond slid over to Arika and Kiara.

"She said no," he sighed in mock hurt. "That woman will break my heart."

"There are plenty of fish in the sea," laughed Arika.

With a shrug and a head bob, Alex brightened. "That one over there looks pretty." He began shouldering towards the new girl.

"Just remember we have to be up early in the morning!" Kiara called at his back.

The crowd closed around him and Ellen joined them again.

"He really is sweet," she conceded. "Just, not my type."

"Not your type?" Arika repeated in scandalized tones. "He's funny and smart. Hell of a looker, too."

Kiara's eyebrows shot up. "Really? Are you suggesting you want to dance with Alex?"

Arika rolled her eyes. "Nope. I don't get involved with teammates."

"Funny, that's just what I told him," Ellen said. "We gonna dance, or what?"

A new song had started, louder than the last. Kiara shook her head. "I need something to drink, I'm thirsty. You guys want anything?"

The others both declined the offer. "We'll be over here when you get back," added Arika.

Kiara hadn't been gone for long when Ellen leaned over to Arika. "I still can't believe we're in the pro league," she commented.

"Still hasn't sunk in yet," her teammate agreed. "Pretty wild, eh?"

"Sure is, you think we'll win our first game?"

Arika honestly had no answer. Based on that day's training, she would have to say definitely not. The cohesion was sorely lacking right now. There was no way she would trust Jackson to be objective on the floor if he didn't get it through his head that they were all on the same side. On the other hand, she, Ellen and Kiara had beat out other prospective girls for their places on Rampancy's roster. They had the competitive streak. Alex was a mover in the arena, Will had a knack for reading the other team and running. Jackson, as loath as Arika was to admit it, knew his plays. Plus, there was still training time left before the first match.

Ellen elbowed Arika lightly as if to remind her of the question.

The Tank sighed. "We better have some marshmallows on the other team."

"What? Do you really doubt us _that_ much?"

"I think we could use some time," replied Arika evenly. "And it's not us per se; more like a certain _us_."

Ellen nodded sagely. "Say no more. I understand now."

"Jeez, did Kiara go to _make_ her drink in the back?" grumbled Arika. "She's been gone for a really long time."

Ellen frowned. "You want to find her?"

Arika weighed her options. If they left and the reserve Tank came back, there would be trouble. But Arika knew the city wasn't fully safe at night. And there were some very drunk idiots hanging around bars around this time. "Yeah. Worst case scenario, she'll come back and be angry we abandoned her."

The Defender wove through the dancing people easily. Her height and build made enough clubbers move without a hesitation, paired up with Arika the women were downright frightening.

Through a gap in the throng, they glimpsed their teammate. She was being berated by some man in an orange Grifball tee not far from the bar. Arika breezed up to them and gave the man a hard glare.

"Well, what's all this about, children?" she asked pointedly.

"This is Ethan Hughes. He's an avid Grifball follower," explained Kiara, her normally light voice a little strained.

"I can speak for myself, _thank you_." Mr. Hughes seemed more than a little strained.

Arika had to resist the urge to sigh and put her face in her hands. "Can we help you?"

"You can help me by leaving the professional circuit and going back to doing whatever it is you women do all day," Ethan griped.

Ellen's eyebrows rose sharply. "Oh? Is that so?"

"I'm sorry you feel that way," added Arika, trying to keep the situation under control. A bar fight would hardly reflect well on her and her teammates when Coach – or Jackson – found out in the morning. That would go over like a lead balloon. "However, my teammates and I have worked very hard – "

"I don't think you understand," Ethan interrupted hotly.

Ellen jumped in then. "Really, we don't understand? Maybe you should explain."

Ethan's jaw clenched and his grey eyes flashed. "_I_ was supposed to be picked up by Rampancy. They had already contacted my agent, ready to take me out of the amateur circuit! You stole my chance to play!"

Arika was incredulous. "Jealousy, my dear sir," she drawled," does not become you."

Kiara laid a warning hand on the Tank's arm. "Don't."

"I guess you'll just have to get used to us being on Rampancy – and female – while you hang out on the sidelines," Ellen added. "Let's go, guys."

With that, she dragged Arika by the arm away from the bar. Kiara followed close behind her teammates.

"God, I hate people," muttered Arika darkly, not caring Ethan could probably still hear her. "I think it's nearly time to crash."

Ellen glanced at her watch. "Holy crap!" she exclaimed. "I would say so. It's almost one in the morning."

"We have to be up so early, too," moaned Kiara. "Jackson'll kill us."

"Well, there's no use whining about it, let's get ourselves a ride home." Arika lamented the massive mess in her normally tidy apartment. Her arm started to twitch at the thought of how badly it needed to be cleaned up. And the long hours at training that would prevent that from happening anytime tomorrow.

The girls hurried outside and managed to flag down a cab. Since she lived the nearest, Arika was the first standing on her doorstep. She had already let herself into her apartment and gotten halfway ready for bed when Kiara and Ellen both messaged her that the pair had arrived home safely across town.

Arika fell into bed exhausted from her long day. Already a splitting headache was beginning to form. She groaned and shut her eyes, trying not to listen to the nagging voice of Ethan Hughes. _You stole my chance to play._

Maybe Jackson was right. Women just couldn't make it in the real world of professional Grifball.

That wasn't true at all, and her female teammates would be the first to dispute it. Maybe they didn't belong yet, but soon…

…Soon they would prove they deserved to play on the pro circuit just as much as her male Rampancy teammates.


	6. Chapter 5: Early Start

**(A/N) Hey, all, it's time for another update for Grifball: Running Rampant! Hope you guys all enjoy this chapter, because I know that I sure as hell did! A big announcement for this fic will be coming up very shortly, within the next few weeks, so stay tuned, and watch this space!**

**Assume most of you checked out Roosterteeth's debut episode of their new webseries, RWBY, and, if not, then what the hell are you waiting for?! Get to it!**

**As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Five - Early Start<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"There's more women stars in Nashville all the time. They're proving they can do the job the same as a man." <em>- Loretta Lynn

* * *

><p>It was going to take some time for me to get used to all this newfound attention. In the amateur Grifball leagues, we didn't get nearly this much fame and fanfare as the pro players. The sight of all the press outside of the Rampancy training building earlier had been jarring to me, and just a bit scary. The press hadn't been the only ones present either; there had been a few curious onlookers, no doubt wanting to get a glimpse of the first few women who were going to be professional players. I knew that there were a lot of skeptics out there who doubted the capabilities of women in a male dominated sport, but after spending time with Arika and Ellen, I was confident that we would prove the doubters wrong. The first hurdle, however, was proving to the team that we were just as capable as they were.<p>

Jackson had made it very clear earlier that he never expected us to make it as professionals; at least that was my impression. After my botched attempt yesterday at taking my newest captain down with my sword, he had pretty much written us off, and me in particular it seemed. What frustrated me the most was how he expected us to be just as skilful as seasoned professionals when we had just been taken from the lower leagues. Needless to say, my first impression of Jackson had not been the best. To me, he was arrogant and self-centred. After our little incident during training, he had left right after to "win" the argument. The men on the team seemed accustomed to it, but I hadn't been impressed. If I had things my way I'd ignore him until he actually admitted his horrible manners, but as he was the captain, ignoring him was out of the question. Instead, I'd just have to work harder to earn my place as a respectable player.

At least the coach seemed to already see us ladies as good prospects. Before we had even started training, he had basically said that gender hadn't mattered, and that we were to respect each other as players. Obviously we were going to need some time to get to know each other so we could reach that full team dynamic, but everyone on the team seemed ready to.

The day hadn't been all bad though; Arika, Ellen, and I had headed out for a night just to ourselves to get to know one another and celebrate our sudden rise in "status" so-to-speak. It had been nice to spend time with the other girls; we were all essentially "underdogs," at least according to certain Grifball fans or commentators. Ellen was a sweet girl, and was far more social than I could ever hope to be. When it came to partying, the girl knew how to have a good time. When she got on the dance floor, I could swear that she distracted half of the bar. However what I liked most was how she didn't seem to let any of the attention go to her head. Her good attitude would probably end up keeping me sane during future confrontations with Jackson.

Arika was just as outgoing as Ellen was, and it had been a new experience for me to talk to two people so bubbly. She had also admirably tried to deal with Ethan, though that knucklehead hadn't listened to a thing she had said. All in all though, I had warmed up to them, at least enough to get over my normal aversion to people. The night had gone by fast, and we ended up parting ways to catch some sleep before practice. My old team had practice start at around seven, so I decided to wake at six and get to the gym at around six thirty to get in some early warm-ups. However, partway through the night, I was jarred awake by the sound of my phone going off. Groaning in dismay, I looked at the clock; it was only five in the morning. Annoyed, I picked up, fully prepared to give the offender an ear-full.

"Might I ask who is calling so early?"

"For a professional player who has yet to prove herself, Thomas, I expect a bit more of a respectful response."

I blanched as I recognized the voice.

"Shit, I'm sorry Coach, I thought you were someone else."

"Clearly. Up and at 'em, Sleeping Beauty, it's time to get down to the training facilities. You rookies are going to need to work hard to get into top shape for the big leagues."

I sat up and rubbed tired blue eyes, inwardly cursing about the lost hour of sleep when I had been up until at least one thirty.

"Yes Sir, I'll be there as soon as I can."

"I expect so; see you soon."

With that, he hung up, leaving me to prepare. My armour was at the Rampancy centre in my locker, so I packed lightly, packing a change of clothes for after the session in a duffle bag, and tying up my long red hair in a ponytail. Other than that, I wore workout shorts, and a form-fitting t-shirt. Coach hadn't explained our training regime in full the previous day, so I figured it was better to be caught over prepared than underprepared. Satisfied, I grabbed the duffle and ran out of my house, hastily locking the door before jogging for the training centre. I probably looked goofy to any passersby in the early hour, my duffle was tucked against my chest and my hair was flying behind me, however I firmly believed that an early morning cardio workout would serve me well in the coming weeks considering how much running we did in Grifball.

I arrived at the facilities thirty minutes later, and found that I was the third to arrive. Jackson and Will were already there, but I didn't find myself surprised since they were technically veterans of the team. Jackson made his way into the front door, but Will waited until I had caught up and held the door for me. I was a bit out of breath from the jog over here, but I still managed a smile.

"Thanks, Will. Jackson seems like he's a hurry to get inside."

Will motioned for me to continue in, and I obliged, happy to get out of the chilly morning air.

"Anything for a charming woman such as yourself. Jackson usually gets here first. He and the coach usually discuss things in the morning before training starts."

I felt a blush creep up my cheeks at his flirty tone, and I tried to hide it. If there was one thing I was unused to, it was attention from men. Hell, I hadn't even had a boyfriend yet. I fought to keep my voice steady as I continued into the building.

"Any idea what Coach is going to throw at us today?"

"Do you mean besides his inspiring speeches?"

I chuckled slightly.

"Come _on_, Weissman, don't tell me you don't have some insider information for me."

"Well, _Thomas_, I don't think I'm at liberty to say."

It was such a cheesy and dramatic tone that I punched him lightly on the arm, trying to hold back laughter.

"Have it your way, Mr. Mystery. I'll see you on the floor."

He nodded, and I made my way into the women's locker room. As I opened it, I took a long look at my armour. It was the standard Venator class armour set. The entire set just _looked _dangerous, and that was exactly what I hoped other players would think when they saw me. The main colour was just your basic blue, Rampancy's home colours, but I had requested that the trim be a bright yellow. Under the lights of the arena, it almost looked like lightning was racing its way around the armour. I smiled slightly and began the process of strapping on the armour, my movements quick and precise. The door opened again, and I heard the familiar voices of Arika and Ellen.

Peeking my head around the corner, I waved a gauntlet less hand.

"Good morning you two, did you enjoy the early wake up call?"

Arika nodded while grabbing her gear out of her locker.

"I almost couldn't sleep; I couldn't wait for the chance to prove Jackson wrong."

Jackson's comments from yesterday still seemed to be a driving point for today.

"Oh come on, we all know that we're good; what do we have to prove to him?"

I nodded in agreement to Ellen's words, but part of me was aching for the chance to prove myself to the gruff team captain. I pulled on my helmet and exited the locker room. The walk to the training area itself was rather uneventful, and I saw that I was the fourth one to arrive when entered the gym and looked around. Coach Anderson nodded and beckoned me over, and I took a place beside Alex. Coach Anderson threw me a questioning look.

"Ellen and Arika?"

"In the locker room, suiting up. They should be here in a couple of minutes."

"We're here now!"

At the sound of Arika's voice, all of our heads turned to observe the two women at the gym door. They made imposing figures, and I couldn't help but wonder what Jackson thought of them. Coach just smirked.

"Good timing, ladies. We'll see if you're standing so tall after today's training session. Ok people here's what I want: twenty reps of ten for push-ups and sit-ups, and ten reps of ten for pull-ups. After you're all done with that, you'll be taking a two-mile run fully armoured, including your standard Grifball equipment, and that includes a bomb, ladies and gentlemen. We'll finish off the session with a three-on-three match, the best of five games wins. Now get to it! I don't want to see any slacking!"

All of us nodded and went to various points to begin the day. I found myself working with Alex doing pull-ups on the bars, and he kept shooting sideways glances at me. After the fifth rep my arms were feeling sore, and his glances were starting to unnerve me. Finally, I turned to the left and met his gaze squarely.

"Can I help you, Alex?

"Not at all, I'm just enjoying the view."

Though he couldn't see through my visor, I rolled my eyes in mild amusement. Alex's reputation for getting close with women preceded him; his many affairs had been on the news a lot. However, he seemed like a nice-enough guy. He had been welcoming yesterday, and had given me no reason to dislike him. That's why I decided to play along with him.

"Yes, the iron bars are quite lovely, aren't they? And the windows being placed so high up on the wall give a good impression of a prison."

He chuckled a bit (how he managed to do so while doing pull-ups I will never understand) and made a move to reply, until Coach Anderson's voice loudly interrupted.

"Thomas! Cross! Save the chit-chat for later!"

"Yes, Coach!"

However, I lowered my voice once more to remark to Alex, "three guesses who the warden is."

He chuckled again, and the both of us fell into a comfortable silence as we finished our reps. By the time I had finished with my pull-ups, my arms were screaming obscenities at me, and I hadn't even gotten to start my push-ups. Sighing, I headed over to the mats and began, counting the reps in my head as they went by. Upon reaching my fifth rep, I felt someone else join me, and looked to my right to see Jackson drop down and begin his push-ups. I sighed internally, really not wanting to make an enemy of the team captain.

"So… is every day like this?"

He replied without a sideways glance.

"Pretty much."

"Do you have any tips for playing in the pro league?"

Now he did pause and looked over to me. I stopped mid push-up and met his gaze

"Yes. Just stay out of our way."

With that, he went back to his reps, leaving me staring incredulously. What problem did this guy have with women and Grifball? It wouldn't take long for us to get into shape for pro games, and if we had been selected to go pro in the first place, then we must be good. Narrowing my eyes, I focused on finishing my push-ups before moving onto sit-ups. Luckily, I ended up with Arika and Ellen, and both looked like they had just finished up their pull-ups. For the duration of the exercise, we chatted amiably about pretty much everything, particularly what we hoped to see in the pro leagues.

"So, did your old coach drive you this hard, Arika?"

Ironically, this came just as coach Anderson began to say how his grandmother could work faster than the boys over at push-ups could. Arika shook her head.

"Nope, but it seems like he has a successful regime. The boys are well-muscled after all."

I couldn't dispute that fact, judging from the view of Will's arms earlier. The rest of the workout passed silently. Well, as silently as it could with Coach Anderson yelling at us to actually _work_. I sighed and tried to ignore the fire that was burning through my abs, focusing on my actual movements than the pain. My old coach definitely hadn't pushed us this far, but there was no denying Anderson's methods.

"Alright ladies and gentlemen! Get your asses over here."

I gladly complied, removing my helmet for a brief respite from the heat.

"Take a five minute water break, and meet back here. We're going to be taking a nice mid-morning run."

Damn, I was really starting to regret not taking the bus over here now. Nevertheless, I exited the gym and went to the locker room. Flipping open my locker, I grabbed my water bottle and chugged as much water as I could. Though it was room temperature, it felt ice cold as it slid down my throat. Sighing, I grabbed my helmet and replaced it on my head.

Upon entering the gym, Coach Anderson tossed a Grifball at me.

"Pick a treadmill, Thomas, and start running."

I nodded and walked on the closest one I could find. As I started running, I tried to find the most comfortable position to carry the Grifball in. I was no runner; I had always been set on clearing the field for the runner to score. In my opinion, tanking held more chance for good plays than running did. After all, what was the runner without their tanks? However by the first half-mile, I had found a fairly comfortable position with the Grifball and was trying to focus on the pounding of my armoured feet against the treadmill, and of the next mile and a half to be run.

"Ok everyone, good run. Off the treadmills, it's time to put your skills to the test. It will be three on three games, and the first team to get to three points wins. Blue team will be Arika, Ellen, and Alex. Red team will be Jackson, Will, and Kiara. Any questions?"

No one spoke up, and I could almost taste the eagerness everyone had to get on the field and play. I myself was fairly excited to finally get back in the game. I hadn't played since being told that I was moving to the pro leagues. Dropping the Grifball I had been given in the equipment room, I swung my gravity hammer into my hands and made for the Rampancy field. It was your standard size for a Grifball court, and was lit up by blue lights. A surge of happiness shot through me at the familiar sight, and I jogged over to where Will and Jackson were standing.

"Ok guys, what's the plan?"

Will nodded to Jackson, who looked me over.

"Kiara, I want you up front. The second the round starts I want you to charge the ball and knock out whomever is running for it. I'll be sure to mop up whoever survives. Will should be right behind me ready to grab the ball and charge the scoring plate since everyone should be respawning by then. It should be an easy score, unless Alex catches on."

I nodded and took my place at the "spawning" line, gravity hammer at the ready. For that brief second before the game started, there was that tense calm before the storm; a feeling of readiness that settles over the court. When Coach Anderson finally blew the whistle, all Hell broke loose. At once I ran for the ball, sticking to Jackson's plan. Arika and Ellen also were coming out to meet me, and as soon as I felt close enough, I brought my hammer up and slammed it down to the ground. Unfortunately Arika had the same idea too, and slammed her hammer down just as mine met the ground. Pain engulfed my whole body, but was replaced by the familiar feeling of respawning.

The sight that greeted me was beautiful though. Jackson had taken Alex down, and Will was behind him running the ball to the score plate. I began to run forward to help out, but found it was unnecessary as Will planted the bomb and ran back to avoid the inevitable explosion. Coach blew his whistle, signalling the end of the round just as the Grifball went off and re-spawned in the centre of the room. Jackson and Will hustled over to the starting point, and I held my hammer out for a celebratory tap. Both men obliged, but Jackson seemed like he was doing it as a favour.

Jackson's attitude wasn't bothering me at the moment though; his plan had worked, and he deserved to have just a little bit of smugness. The next round, however, proved not to be as fruitful. Jackson's plan this time was for us to make a triangle shape; he and I in front and further apart, and Will behind us in the middle. We dispatched Ellen easily enough, but Jackson and I were blindsided as Arika came in from our left and demolished all of us, leaving Alex a clear shot to the scoring plate. The Rampancy runner didn't hesitate, and a cheer went up from blue team as he placed the bomb on the plate.

It didn't take a genius to see that Jackson was irritated by the loss. Nevertheless, he seemed to steel himself as he brought us into a huddle.

"Same plan as the first round you two. This time, I'll be up front."

I had my doubts about Jackson's strategy working a second time, but decided not to voice them. For all I knew the blue team could fall for it again. We took our spaces at the spawning line and waited for the coach's whistle to go off again. Will flashed me a thumbs up, and I could almost imagine the excitement playing across his features. I returned the gesture, and was caught off guard as the whistle went off. Two precious seconds were lost as I tried to catch up to Jackson, but my delay had cost us. Jackson dispatched Arika and Alex only to have Ellen clean him up, and by the time I got there, she was fully prepared for me. The sound of her hammer hitting the ground was jarring, and I felt myself go rocketing back to the wall and slamming into it. I groaned in agony as the respawn occurred, and I cracked my neck when I finally came to.

Will was in an intense game of chicken with Ellen, and Jackson was moving to assist. However, neither man saw Alex sprinting past them with the bomb. Whipping out my energy sword, I ran out to meet him. Unfortunately, Alex saw this too, and veered to move behind Arika, who charged me without hesitation. I rushed to take my hammer out and managed to slam it to the ground just as she did. Before the respawn process took hold, I could see Arika flying back towards her spawn. I spawned just in time to see Alex plant the bomb for the second time. As it exploded, Will and Jackson returned to where I was standing. Jackson shook his head in contempt as he passed by me, and I couldn't help by kick myself. My first day of practicing fully with Rampancy and I was making rookie mistakes left and right!

I now pulled out my energy sword and waited. The score was two to one, and if the blue team scored again our little game would be over. With this in mind, I took a deep, steadying breath, and tried to concentrate. When the whistle blew for the fourth time, I was off like a shot. You didn't see many players rush with a sword, and I was thankful for that. There was a key to using the sword, and it depended on using the confidence of your target against them. As Alex came rushing at me, I stood still and waited. At the right time, I stepped off as he swung his hammer, and then lunged with my sword as he was pulling his hammer back up. The force of my slash sent him sprawling back onto the floor, where the respawn process took him from there. I spun to see my next target; Arika, who was attempting to corral Will into a corner. Will had the Grifball and wasn't about to drop it, so I sprinted over and drove my sword through her back while Will ran for the score plate. Jackson had just dispatched Ellen, and together we formed up to keep the path clear. Alex made a final rush and slammed Jackson into the ground, but I mopped him up and allowed Will to place the bomb on the plate.

I smiled as I waltzed away from the explosion, pleased with my performance for this particular round. However the score was now tied at two to two, and it was our last chance to win the game. Jackson gathered us all together.

"Ok, this is the last round. Will, when you get the ball, I'm going to try and launch you across the arena. If I accidently kill you, I'll pick up the bomb and run it. Kiara, you'll need to cover us. Do you think you can handle that?"

I wasn't appreciative of his tone, but I dipped my head in ascent.

"I'll do my best, Jackson."

"As I would expect. Let's get this done."

Jackson broke the huddle and we took our places. The tension in the air was even more palpable now, as all of us knew that this was our final chance to come out on top. At Coach Anderson's whistle, I exploded forward as if propelled by a cannon. I managed to slam down my hammer and catch Ellen in the splash damage, but I felt a hammer hit me directly from my left that sent me into respawn. Now Alex was in charge of the ball, and Arika was attempting to clear his way. I brought my sword out and noticed Will was working his way from the right; neither Arika nor Alex had noticed. Smirking, I rushed them both at the same time Will did, and was rewarded as Will managed to take down Alex and Arika since she had swung her hammer to take me down.

Now Will was in possession of the Grifball, and Jackson veered to join him. I slammed my hammer down on the now-respawned Alex as he rushed the two, and heard the beautiful sound of Will whooping as he flew through the air. He landed near the score plate and planted the bomb before running over to slam Jackson's hand in a high-five.

"Yes! Way to go, you two!"

I went over to join Jackson and Will, and gave Will a high-five as well. Coach Anderson had walked onto the field.

"Great job, Red Team. That will conclude practice for today, but keep on your toes."

All of us nodded, and he headed off towards his office. I moved towards the door to head to the locker room, but was stopped by a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Jackson standing there, and he gave me a grudging nod.

"Not too bad."


	7. Chapter 6: Just Smile and Wave

**(A/N) Hey all, time for our latest Grifball: Running Rampant update, and this one is brought to you by ParabolaOfMystery, whom some of you may recognise as Carolina's writer in Phase One: Genesis. Personally loved this chapter, and I hope you all will too! Going to keep this short and sweet, so without further ado...**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Six – Just Smile and Wave<strong>

**Will Weissman**

**Written by ParabolaOfMystery**

* * *

><p><em>"I laugh and joke, but I don't get distracted very easily."<em> - LeBron James

* * *

><p>Will clapped his hands together excitedly. "Ah, I do love press conferences." In front of them, dozens of chattering reporters were already scribbling notes on their little yellow pads and bustling about to try and get the best spot. Shiny black camera lenses winked at them and flashed and recorded. The entire team was there, seated at a long table bursting with microphones. Each seat had a little gold plaque in front of it, inscribed with their names. Every seat was filled except for Coach Anderson's. Will refused to call him anything except for 'Coach.'<p>

Jackson squinted against the lights. He pulled at his collar, uncomfortable. "I never saw the appeal," he grumbled. His hair was slightly shiny with gel, and his tie was askew. He had the obvious air of someone that really, really didn't want to be there, which Will didn't understand. He liked interviews and press conferences, for the most part. "Why can't we just start without Coach? This will be over with much faster."

Will laughed. "Come on, buddy. Wink at the cameras. The girls will go crazy. Want me to demonstrate?"

Jackson smirked. "You can't even wink. You just end up blinking." Will grinned. There was a smile. Well, not much of one, but it was something. The guy really just needed to loosen up. Relax. He'd been on a major edge this week, with the girls and everything. Will knew that eventually the girls could get on their level of talent, but Jackson didn't.

Their other teammates seemed to be having a good time so far, with the exception of Kiara. Arika looked pretty, Will had to admit, with her black hair down instead of tucked into her helmet. It was strange to see her all dressed up for the conference. Meanwhile, Ellen looked the part of a professional female player- strong, poised, intelligent. Will could already tell the cameras would love her. Both girls were on either side of Alex, who looked perfectly pleased to be explaining press conference basics to them. He talked with his hands, and Arika and Ellen listened intently. Alex glanced toward Will, and gave an ecstatic smile before he continued talking.

Next to Will, Kiara fidgeted. She was pale, which made her freckles stand out. It made her look younger than the rest of them. Smaller. Will knew that wouldn't go down too well in front of the press. A scared, tiny female Grifball player? She wouldn't be helping the female player's image. Plus he could tell that she was mentally revisiting that interview with Stu. He had to admit, that montage that they played was a complete dick move. They saw her weaknesses, and someone obviously wanted to make them prevalent, otherwise they wouldn't have put in so much time editing that video. While Stu was practically an old friend to him, he had given her a pretty rough time. Kiara had managed to get through it, but that experience really was not helping the current situation.

Will nudged her with his elbow. "Nervous?"

She blinked, biting her lip. "There's a lot of people."

"Yeah," he agreed. "Just pretend they're all your friends or something." She looked out into the crowd, skeptical. "Make them like you."

"How do I do that? What if I get completely attacked like the other night?"

"Smile. Laugh. Be yourself," Will said, "or don't."

A hint of a smile played on her lips. "_Don't_ be myself? That's pretty much the opposite of everything I've heard. Ever."

Will leaned back in his chair and rested his hands behind his head. "Yeah, but people do it all the time in these situations. They shook you up in that last interview, but you mostly managed to get through it. Take it to the next level and get even stronger. Take Jackson, for example. He doesn't _seem_like a total dick in interviews, does he?"

Jackson rolled his eyes, but Kiara chuckled. She looked a lot less uncomfortable now, and there was some color returning to her face. "So when are we starting?"

Will looked at his watch. "Whenever Coach gets here… ah. Speak of the devil, and in two seconds we'll all go to hell."

"I don't think that's how that saying goes, Weissman," Coach said, brushing his suit with his hands. The low rumble that was the reporter's chatter escalated as he sat down. "Ready to start?"

"I was born ready, Coach."

"Don't say anything stupid now, Weissman. You too, Jackson." Jackson glared at him, but Coach glared back. "You know what I'm talking about. Now shut up. I'm talking."

The reporters hushed as Coach launched into a little speech about the inclusion of female players in Grifball, and Will immediately tuned out. It probably wasn't anything special, just positive words to help their image or something. Typical media crap. He scanned down the table. Jackson remained expressionless and Alex seemed to be equally bored, but the girls seemed to be listening intently. It didn't surprise him- it was their first time at a press conference, and they probably felt the need to look like good little face-smashing Grifball players. That had been his first press conference as well, but he was long over it now.

A question jolted him out of his daze and told him that Coach's spiel was over. A stick-thin woman with dyed blonde hair asked, "Ladies: what was your reaction to the announcement of female inclusion?"

Kiara was first to answer, to Will's surprise. She pushed her red hair behind her ear and leaned toward her microphone. "I immediately went to the gym to work out," she said, blushing. A collective chuckle went through the reporters. "I felt like I needed to prove myself."

Arika added to her answer. While she spoke, Will gave Kiara a nod of approval. She smiled nervously. "I actually felt the same way. My first instinct was to prepare myself. No matter what, I was going to get on a team."

When she was finished, Ellen spoke up. "My first reaction was mostly disbelief," she said, with a perfect smile on her face. "Then I was just happy that the men in charge had finally come to their senses. They've made the right decision letting women play Grifball, and they will not regret it."

The blonde reporter smiled politely. "Same question for the men. Mr. Cross, would you like to start?"

Alex pushed himself up in his seat. "Um, sure. I was kind of uncertain, to be honest. I knew that we were going to get a female player or two, sinse we lost Caleb and the guys. I was curious whether they would have the same level of talent."

Will suppressed a laugh. He wasn't just curious about talent levels; right after the announcement was made, Alex had called him wondering if the girls would be using the same locker room as them.

"Mr. Weissman, what was your reaction?"

Will leaned forward on his forearms. "Oops, my turn. Well, I thought it was about time that women were allowed to play Grifball. I mean, the aliens were allowed to, why shouldn't they be able to play? And it's not like they can't handle it. I've seen them in training. They don't even do girl pushups!" He heard Kiara giggle from next to him.

Jackson cleared his throat and began to speak. "I felt about the same as Will," he started, but Will knew it was a lie. "I was mostly concerned that they wouldn't be able to fill the shoes that our old players left behind, but I'm getting less worried each day." Coach nodded in approval. Will knew the truth. He'd slammed his phone into a wall when he'd heard the news, but it was understandable. Jackson was protective of his team. He was smart, too; he knew that with their lost teammates and the amendment to the rules that they would end up with some new people. He didn't want some rookie messing everything up.

A different reporter asked a question this time: "How are you working together as a team?"

"Well, it took a little getting used to," Ellen said. "The intensity is not even comparable as before. I think Kiara and Arika know what I'm talking about," she added, while the girls nodded. "But it's getting smoother and smoother each day."

"And what about relationships on the team?"

Coach leaned into the microphone. "I think Mr. Cross can tell you about that."

All eyes swiveled toward Alex, who turned deep red and shook his head, nonverbally answering the question as the press laughed.

Will leaned forward and added, "We already know that relationships on teams don't work out. Right, Jackson?" The press went wild as Jackson glared and mouthed death threats at Will. _This will probably end with some lovely fanfiction_, Will thought. He made a mental note to print some off and give it to Jackson, if he found it.

Another reporter spoke up. "Mr. Weissman- what are your thoughts on being benched?"

Will managed to keep his smile, although it felt like someone had plunged a knife in his stomach and twisted. He felt Coach's eyes on him, and chose his words carefully. "I think that it's a good opportunity for another person to prove themselves, if they can. I mean, I've already proved myself as a Runner. It doesn't mean I'll won't be training as hard as them or be any less part of the team. To be honest, I was disappointed, but it's just something you have to accept." Alex seemed a little distraught at his answer. His teammate knew him too well to believe that he was fine with being benched. But Alex didn't ask for it. He was given the place, and Will would have to just wait to see if he'd sink or swim.

He glanced over at Coach, and was surprised to see him looking apologetic, and Will realized that it might not have been his first choice to take him out. He probably had to make room for the women for some reason. Maybe the realization should have been comforting, but it just made Will even more uneasy.

* * *

><p>By the time the conference was over, Will was having trouble concealing his growling stomach. He glanced over at Jackson, but upon seeing his expression, decided his teammate was probably not in the mood for a food run. He turned to Kiara, who was still blinking shyly at the cameras, and nudged her arm. "Hungry?"<p>

"What?"

"Come on, rookie," he said, guiding her out of her chair by the arm. He wasn't really sure what he was doing, bringing one of the new chicks on one of his sacred food runs, but he might as well get to know his new teammates better. He ignored a skeptical look from Coach and a wink from Alex as he made his way through the sea of reporters, cameras, and screaming fans.

"Where are we going?" Kiara asked, confused.

Will flashed a grin at her. "Somewhere delicious," he told her, but she just looked more puzzled. Finally, they reached the street and Will waved down a taxi. They got in, and Will gave the address to a sleepy driver. Kiara stared out the window, distracted. Her eyes followed the lights of the city, and she seemed uneasy.

"What's the problem?" Will asked.

"Huh?" Kiara blushed. "Oh. I'm just overwhelmed, I guess. This is all pretty new to me."

He leaned back in the car seat, pressing his knees against the seat in front of him. "I guess I know what you mean. It kind of sucks at first. Interviews and training, blah blah blah. Just wait until the actual season starts up."

Kiara frowned. "I just wish that I could get some real playing time."

Will didn't know what to say. They were in the same boat. She had to sit out the first game while the other female players were making their debut. They were the benchwarmers. It was almost like they were forgotten, cast aside. Although his spirits were low, he tried to make a humorous approach. "Well, we just need a serious injury or death or something. Then we can get out in the arena," he said cheerfully. Upon seeing Kiara's shocked expression, he chuckled a little. "Kidding. Kind of. Let's admit, Alex does need a little head-bashing."

Kiara rolled her eyes. "Seriously. Did you see the way he was flirting with the others? It was extremely annoying. And what's the deal with Jackson?"

"Jackson?" Will chuckled. The guy seemed rough, he had to admit. Heck, when the two of them met, they weren't exactly friends either. "He's just… protective, I guess."

Kiara raised an eyebrow, causing the scar above to ripple a bit. "Protective? That's heartwarming."

Oh, Jackson. That was his problem, as Will had learned over the years. The guy built a giant wall around him, making him seem like a total dick to any outsiders. But on the inside… he was soft and cuddly. Well, maybe not cuddly. Or soft. "Well, picture this. Your team is falling apart, and you're trying to keep it together, when all of a sudden three chicks that may or may not even be good at Grifball strut in and take everyone's places. How would you feel?" Kiara thought about it and her expression softened, and the cab rolled to a stop. Will glanced out the window to see their destination right outside. He rummaged through his pocket until he found a wad of bills and gave it to the driver. "Thanks, cabbie. Keep the change."

"An ice cream shop?" Kiara observed, squinting up at the flickering neon sign. "I always thought you guys would go to much fancier places."

"Which is exactly the point." Will led her inside. His nose was immediately attacked with the rich, cold smell of ice cream. Five minutes later, they were seated at a booth right by the window so they could watch people walking by. Kiara ate her ice cream slowly and thoughtfully- Cherry Garcia. Not something Will would get, but he respected the choice.

"So is this supposed to be a date or something?" Kiara asked suspiciously.

Will almost choked on his Zanzibar chocolate. "What, is it wrong for a guy to not want to get ice cream by himself?"

Her face reddened. "Sorry, it's just that Coach said-"

"Who do you think I am- Alex?" He felt embarrassed. Maybe he made the wrong choice in bringing her here. Looking at it, it did seem kind of date-y. _Shiiit._If Coach found out about this, he was in for a nice, long talk. "I wanted to get to know one of my new teammates better, and you seemed the nicest. Ellen and Arika seem kind of scary, to be honest."

Kiara laughed. "Glad to know I'm not scary, then."

Will leaned back thoughtfully. She wasn't scary. She was the opposite. She was vulnerable. "Well, you're just shy. Your personality isn't completely overpowering."

She sighed. "Well, that doesn't seem to be helping in all these interviews."

"You seemed fine today," Will told her, licking his spoon.

"I was secretly terrified, though. My hands were shaking the whole time. I had to hide them under the table." She looked down, embarrassed.

Will looked at her. She didn't seem to be made for this kind of thing. The publicity was going to take a toll on her if she didn't learn how to deal with it. And she was his new teammate, after all. Teammates had to look out for each other. "What if I helped you out with that sort of thing? I could be your Haymitch."

"My what?"

"I could… train you, I guess, to be good at interviews," he explained, scraping his spoon against the sides of his paper ice cream dish to get the last bits of chocolate out. "So you're not so nervous, and so you can always give good answers." He looked up, grinning. "You could call me Coach!"

Kiara looked skeptical. "I'm not calling you 'Coach.'"

"Fine. I'll just have to find myself another grand title, then. But seriously, if you'd like help, don't be afraid to ask." Will licked the last bits of ice cream off his spoon, and saw that Kiara had finished hers as well. "Ready to go?" She nodded, and they got up to leave. "Oh, and can you do me a favor?"

She narrowed her eyes cautiously. "Depends on the favor."

Will laughed. He was beginning to like this rookie. She was cool. "Don't tell Jackson we came here, of all places. This is kind of a bro spot, and if he finds out you tainted it with your cooties…"

She punched his arm. "What is this, first grade?"

Will smiled and rubbed his arm. It would probably leave a pretty nice bruise for tomorrow morning. The girl could hit hard. Maybe she could survive it in this sport. But she would need to hit harder than that.


	8. Chapter 7: Live at Five

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the first chapter of our second round of Grifball chapters, brought to you by the amazing TunelessLyric, the writer of Arika Myles, Rampancy's second Tank. Next chapter, as always, will go up next Friday, same Bat-time, same Bat-channel. But first, before I allow you to continue and begin reading this chapter, I have an announcement to make.**

**We are looking for more writers for this fic.**

**Now, before you all start screaming in delight, we're only looking for a few writers. Namely, a second Hybrid and Defender to take Rampancy's roster up to the full eight, then, maybe, if people are interested, one or two side characters, like an agent or a reporter, or something of the kind. So here's what you have to do, if you're interested. Head on over to our forum, it's under Red vs Blue in Misc, labelled The Freelancer Collaboration. Then, simply fill out an author application form, and then a Grifball application form. We'll announce those that we're accepting within a few weeks. Looking forward to reading through your applications.**

**And, as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Seven - Live At Five<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p><em>"Don't believe your own publicity. You can't; you'll start thinking you're better than you are."<em> - Leif Garrett

* * *

><p>"Rampancy, get your butts in here," Coach barked.<p>

Arika finished jogging down the hallway, nearly tripping Jackson by treading on his untied shoelace.

"Watch what you're doing," he snarled.

She pulled a mocking face after making sure he wasn't looking at her anymore. Arika slipped into the room behind Kiara and looked over the reserve Tank's red head. Coach had the flat screen TV above his desk on, the weekly sports news currently live streaming.

"Thanks, Dave," Stu Stuman chirped with a wide grin. He was sitting behind a desk and shuffled a sheaf of papers before beginning. "Well, sports fans of the galaxy, it's been a crazy week in Grifball. It started this Sunday with the Commissioner's announcement of women playing in the Intergalactic Grifball League. Many were thrilled to hear of this, chiefly the women placed on teams. That's right, _teams_. Pluralize that, folks!"

Arika heard a gasp, she thought it was from Ellen. Jackson silenced her with a thunderous glare. More than one team got women? No wonder the Captain was ready to murder someone.

"Team Majestic has a female Hybrid by the name of Sarah Greene." A graphic of a woman wearing a red training suit – Wetworks design with purple stripes, ugh – but holding her helmet. Sarah had pale grey eyes and long brown hair along with a knowing smile. "Greene is taking over from the infamous Harry Hawdon, now firmly in jail after three counts of second-degree murder."

Oh, so that was what had happened to him. No wonder the Majestic coach had tried to keep the news so quiet. Hawdon was one of the highest-ranked Hybrids in the IGL when he was finally convicted.

"Team Elimination have announced they were taking on two women in a recent press conference," Stuman went on. "Stepping into the reserve Runner position is Norma Ellis-" Blue Operator armour, grey trim, dark brown eyes and blonde hair for Norma – "with Tank being filled by Jessica Court."

The name rang a faint bell somewhere deep in Arika's mind. When her picture replaced that of Norma Ellis's, she realized why. Jessica had been in Arika's class for her entire school career. Jess had always been a plain girl with dirty blond hair and flat green eyes. Now she somehow managed to appear stunning in her red Stalker armour accented with cyan. Maybe it was just the action shot of her swinging her gravity hammer that did it.

"Team Hotshot, I'm sure you all remember was involved in a horrific accident late last season," Stuman went on.

Of course Arika remembered. It was one of the worst incidents in the history of the IGL. The team was in the semi-finals of the Galactic Championship, playing against Team Heretic. When Hotshot scored the first point of the game, the entire team was standing in the bomb's splash zone. Unfortunately for them, their respawn settings glitched horribly. There were body parts scattered through the entire arena floor. Four team members were killed, the reserves severely wounded in the blast. It was announced the next day that the manager disbanded the team.

"Well, Hotshot has been replaced by a team that I'm certain will have quite the following by their first match up. Filling the gap left by this tragedy is Team Siren, the League's first all-female Grifball team! For any of you interested, I had the chance to catch up with Siren after their first practice, the interview will follow my final announcement."

The entirety of Rampancy leaned closer to the television. This was it. They were finally going to be announced to the galaxy. This would be the major part of their pre-season. Whatever Stuman had to say would affect how fans viewed their team.

"Last, but in no way least is the big news from a Team you all know and love or love to hate, I'm talking about Team Rampancy," Stuman crowed. "The team that finished in sixth place last season lost three important team members in the off-season. One amazing Defender in Caleb Godwin to a substance abuse-related ban; Brian Alders, the main Tank, to conviction following an out of control bar fight and Anthony Hopkins, the reserve Tank to a horrific accident in the arena.

"Stepping into their shoes are three talented ladies."

Arika felt her breath catch in her chest. She was replacing _Alders_? That guy was the face of Grifball for seasons. That man had it all. He was pretty much the reason Rampancy made it to sixth place in the League last season. Until his drinking problem got a little too out of hand one night and he killed another patron in a bar brawl. Well, the man wasn't killed in the actual altercation, he'd limped away and died of his injuries later. But it was enough to send Alders up the river and he got hit with a lifetime ban. She shook the thoughts away and listened to what was happening on the screen.

There was a picture of Kiara, Ellen and Arika beside Stuman's head. He was going on about which position each of them played. The main Tank felt a thrill of excitement as her name was announced. She smiled, knowing her father and younger brother were watching at home right now. She wished she could call them right now and tell them how happy she was. Her family would tell her how proud of her they were. But they were on the other side of the galaxy and comms that far out would cost her an arm and a leg per second.

"Well, there you are, your female Grifball players of this season. After the break, we'll catch up with Team Siren an-"

Coach punched the off button on the remote. He swivelled in his chair. "You don't need to watch that. They didn't say anything about their training schedule, what they're doing to prepare for the big time or anything important," he said. "But I thought you should get used to seeing your faces up there on the screen."

Arika nodded, knowing that last was definitely directed at her and her female teammates. Jackson huffed with exasperation.

"Coach, it's only the television," drawled Jackson. "Give it a rest."

"Oh, my _god_!" Arika burst out. "Jackson, I don't _care_ how many times you've been on the god damned television, for some of us, that was a pretty big moment. Can you keep your swollen head out of it for a single second?"

There was a long silence. Coach switched his disapproving gaze between the Captain and Tank equally. She half-wished she could take the outburst out, the other half felt better now that she had told him off.

"Are you going to let her talk to me like that?" Jackson asked plaintively. "What about gender equality. If I'd said that, you would have lectured me!"

"Arika, don't speak like that to your Captain," Coach said tersely. "Jackson, don't speak like that to your team and remember that it's my place to punish, not yours." He cleared his throat.

Alex sniggered quietly. Arika felt her ears burn with shame. How could she have said that?

"I have something else to tell you all," Anderson continued. "You will be playing Siren in the first friendly game of the pre-season. I trust you all know how important it is for Rampancy to win in the pre-season. That being said, you need to put your backs into training. From now until the game, you will eat, sleep and breathe Grifball. You are expected to put in whatever hours you must at the gym and come every day ready to scrimmage and learn. You may go."

At Coach's dismissal, Arika turned and filed out with the six others. She let out a tense breath. Was he going to be this intense before every game? Not that she blamed him in any way, shape or form. Rampancy needed to focus if it was going to win at all this season, never mind a friendly game with some Barbie girls.


	9. Chapter 8: The Chairman

**(A/N) Hey guys, once again, sorry about the delay. Have been hard at work this week, trying to get as much money together before college starts and I soon go back to the world of unemployment, so it's cutting into my time a little, but, no fear, I'll keep updating as faithfully and often as I can, just, sometimes, things might go up a little late, and I'm sorry about that. But I'll do my best to make sure everything's on time, just bear with me.**

**This chapter isn't a particularly long one, but begins to explore some of the behind-the-scenes going on within Team Rampancy, because not everything is beating people up with gravity hammers. We're still looking for some more writers, and will be until the end of the month, so please, if you're interested, apply! Would also like to thank everyone who's taken the time to review, it really means a lot to us!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Eight – The Chairman<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>People ask the difference between a leader and a boss. The leader leads, and the boss drives." <em>- Theodore Roosevelt

* * *

><p>Ryan Anderson sat impatiently in the waiting room of the one man for whom he'd be prepared to wait for. Namely, the multi-billionaire Brian Sadler, owner of the universal fuel giant the Sadler Corporation, along with being the Chairman of Rampancy's Board of Directors, who was, for all extents and purposes, Anderson's boss, as much as he hated to admit it.<p>

After all, Sadler owned a fifty-one per cent stake in the team, making him the majority shareholder, which meant that Anderson now had to spend what he viewed as far too long waiting outside Sadler's office, proof of Rampancy's progress in a ring binder underneath his arm, a flash drive in his pocket, and some stills from their latest publicity shoot, displaying new Rampancy merchandise, unsurprisingly directed towards Rampancy's female fan base.

Across the room, the secretary glanced over at him, her facial expression betraying the boredom she felt at the tediousness of her job. "Ryan Anderson?" she asked, and the coach nodded affirmatively.

"Mr Sadler will see you now," she continued, gesturing to the door next to him. Anderson barely managed to refrain from rolling his eyes. The same show had been presented the last half-dozen times that he had been up here. He would be forced to wait for about half an hour outside of Sadler's office, no one going in or out in that space of time, before he was finally called through. No doubt Sadler thought it was a display of power, showing Anderson who was the boss here, but all that it told Anderson was that the billionaire actually feared him, to some extent at least, and, even more evidently, that he was a self-absorbed idiot.

Perhaps he was being harsh on the man, but ever since Anderson had been introduced to him, he couldn't help the feeling of dislike that had sprung up almost instantly. Walking into the room, and seeing Sadler sitting at his desk, as cool as a cucumber, his blonde hair carelessly swept, his fake tan and whitened teeth sparkling in the light, the urge to roll his eyes emerged one once more, but Anderson managed to keep a tight grip on his self-control.

"Ah, Mr Anderson!" the billionaire exclaimed, as though he had only just realised that the coach had just entered the room, and hadn't been notified of his arrival beforehand. "A pleasure to see you once again! I assume you have good news for me, about our players? Tell me, how are the girl's shaping up?"

Anderson walked up and forced a smile, standing uncomfortably in the centre of the room. "As well as I could have hoped for, to tell the truth. Their overall fitness has improved in leaps and bounds, and they're showing a dedication to training that is so rarely seen. Obviously, they had only played in the amateur leagues before, and it's going to take them a while before they can get to the professional level, but I have every confidence in them."

Sadler gave a tight-lipped smile in return, and gestured for Anderson to pass over the ring binder, flash drive and stills, flicking through the pages with apparent interest before plugging the flash drive into his computer, his smile becoming a little more genuine as videos of the team training popped up, displaying Arika and Will circling each other, plasma swords in hand, then flicking over to another video, as Jackson and Alex displayed a perfect launch, then to Arika once more, taking down both Kiara and Will with a gravity hammer, then to Ellen, dodging Kiara's sword only to fall to the next blow.

Anderson couldn't help but notice that, as Sadler flicked through the dozens of videos on the drive, that the billionaire spent far more time on the videos depicting the girls than those containing Will, Alex and Jackson. _'Not all that surprising, then, that the Commissioner didn't have much of a problem forcing three players onto my team. Sadler seems to be _pretty _keen on female players,' _he thought wryly, his lip curled in disdain, although Sadler was too focused on the videos in front of him to notice.

Eventually, Sadler tired of the videos, and Anderson passed the stills over to him, shaking his head slightly. He had always been more than a bit distrustful of the whole marketing side of Grifball, the photo-shoots and television advertisements always getting in the way of the sport, of training and planning for the next match.

The pictures displayed members of the team, wearing or holding various Rampancy merchandise, such as imitation helmets, t-shirts stylised to look like the armour of the individual players, the famous "Property of Team Rampancy" t-shirts, Rampancy branded jeans, autographed photos, scarves, flags, cups, wallets and all manner of other assorted items.

Anderson knew that all of these things were important for the team's revenue, and he knew that, without the sales of this merchandise, they wouldn't have money to spend on new players, on improving the facilities, on organising friendlies and paying for the cost of travel to and from games, not to mention both the players' and his own wages. All the same, this part of the sport always had a gritty and somewhat unclean aspect for him, and he was never totally at ease with it. He'd much rather be back at the training grounds, yelling at his squad, driving them forward.

Despite his cool, and non-committal words to the owner, Anderson was actually incredibly optimistic about the upcoming season. The girls had really come on in leaps and bounds, and their fitness almost rivalled his three more established players. Their skill levels were still a good deal below the others, but they had made great improvements since they had joined, and Coach Anderson was confident that they'd be ready, once the season started.

Alex and Will were getting along well with the three girls, and if it hadn't been for Jackson, the coach would have had very little to complain about. As it was, he was more than a little disappointed with Jackson's attitude. In fact, a little disappointed was the understatement of the century. Anderson had given his all to Jackson, taking him from being a decent player to one of the top-players in the league, and he would have thought that Jackson would have had some faith in him. Anderson knew that Jackson was a formidable player, and a fantastic captain, but his sexist beliefs were clouding his judgement on the matter, and sooner or later it would bite him in the ass.

The only problem, however, was that it may just cost Rampancy dearly as well.

But the start of the season was still a long way off, yet, and hopefully the team could use the upcoming friendlies to bond together and prove themselves. Maybe after a few wins, Jackson would come to his sense, but the coach had a feeling that it wouldn't be so easy.

Nothing ever is.

"Do you think they'll be ready for the Siren game?" Sadler asked absentmindedly, still flicking through the stills.

Coach shook himself mentally, dragging himself away from thoughts of his problematic team captain. "I know they will. I've been pushing them as hard as I can, and they're responding to it. We've still got one or two minor problems to solve, but I'm confident that we'll be ready for the Sirens, and we'll win."

He paused for a moment, unsure of whether or not Sadler was looking for a more in depth report, then asked "Will you be coming to watch?"

Sadler glanced up, and slowly nodded. "Yes, I believe I will. After all, your girls have got a lot to prove, and it should make for an…interesting game. This season will be a good one, I feel. A lot of changes makes for a lot of interest, and that means more money for us. Which, of course, is always a good thing. Can I ask, just as a rough estimation, where you think Rampancy will finish this year?"

Coach paused for a moment, before shrugging. "It's hard to say, given all the changes, but I'm expecting to finish in the top quarter, and if we can add one or two more players to the squad before the season starts…then maybe we can improve a place or two on last year. As you said, it's going to be an interesting season."

Sadler nodded slowly, leaning back in his chair. "I suppose you'll want some more money, for these new players?" he asked quietly, and Anderson nodded, sighing inside. The billionaire toyed with his tie for a moment, before looking back up at the coach.

"Then beat Siren. After that, then I'll be more open to talks on the matter. If you lose, then I'm not sure whether it would be worth investing more money into a team that can't perform as it is. If you win…then I'll see what I can do. I'm sure you already have a few players in mind?" he replied, his eyes cold and distant.

"A few," Anderson admitted. "I understand. We'll see you at the game, so. And I'll have my list in hand, ready to hand it to you the second the match ends."

"Ok then," Sadler replied, smiling grimly and nodding to the door, dismissing the coach. "I guess we can call this meeting adjourned. Till next time, Mr Anderson."

The coach nodded, retrieved his binder, flash drive and photographs and left the room, nodding to the secretary on the way out. As he made his way down to his car, he couldn't help but wonder if Rampancy had what it takes to beat Siren? He knew that Siren were comprised fully of girls from the amateur leagues, and they hadn't had long to get familiar with one another, but he also knew that it would look bad on the Commissioner if the only fully-female team performed badly next season, so he felt it reasonable to suspect that they had received some of the best female players the amateurs had to offer.

The Sirens' identities hadn't yet been made public, but there had been a lot of speculation over the internet and on the various Grifball channels as to whom they comprised of, and the coach had made a list of his own, noting the absences of several key players in the line-ups of some of the amateur league teams in their friendly games, and he had made some calls to follow up on these hunches. Even in the amateur leagues, Ryan Anderson had connections. A lot of people owed their first breaks to him, or had played with him, or, indeed, against him. He had a lot of friends in this industry.

Still, he couldn't be certain that he was right, so Rampancy would have to prepare for every possible eventuality. But he knew that if any team could do it, could overcome the odds in front of them, then it was his team.

After all, he was their coach. If he didn't believe in them, then who else would?


	10. Chapter 9: Talk Show

**(A/N) Hey guys, can't believe this is going up so late and I'd like to apologise about that, just been so busy that I've lost track of time lately. As a result, this is only going up now, and the Phase One: Genesis chapter that was due to go up today will instead go up tomorrow. Apologies to all, I take full responsibility. Now, get ready for a big chapter, from the smallest of our Grifball ladies. Miss Kiara Thomas, step forward!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Nine – Talk Show<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"What we say is important… for in most cases the mouth speaks what the heart is full of."<em> **- **Jim Beggs

* * *

><p>I was scared of many things in life. Needles, zombies, and relationships to be more specific. However the thing I feared most, even more than relationships, was public speaking. I couldn't exactly pinpoint why I feared speaking so much. Perhaps it was being the center of attention, or maybe it was the idea of being judged by so many people at once. Maybe it went down to just that unnerving feeling of having so many eyes on you. Whatever the cause was, it didn't matter much as I smoothed over my knitted blue dress and black leggings.<p>

Normally I wouldn't bother wearing such nice clothes unless I was going out- after all, with all the publicity the female players were getting, I was kind of terrified of being stalked by the press- but today was, well, a special occasion. Occasionally I could hear the clapping of the crowd over the booming voice of the host outside, and when I did I could only wring my hands in nervousness. There were a LOT of people out there.

What if I said something stupid? What if I made a fool of myself? If they tried asking about Rampancy's strategies going into the season, what was I supposed to say? Should I tease the crowd or exude a confident "you'll see?" I sighed shakily, and jumped as I felt a hand on my shoulder. A short, feminine laugh followed, and I turned to see Ellen giving me a sympathetic smile.

"Nervous, Kiara?"

"You have no idea… I'm not exactly great at speeches."

I felt a frown crease my face.

"Hey, don't worry, we're not going to be lecturing like at a college or anything. We're just going to answer a few questions. Just be yourself."

She gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder and moved away to discuss something with Will, who was looking quite classy in a tux and tie. I resumed wringing my hands, stopping only when the host of the show, Stu Stuman, announced what I was dreading.

"Next up on Stu's Corner, we'll be talking to Rampancy runner, Will Weissman, and two of the first women on Rampancy: Kiara Thomas, and Ellen Thompson. And no, those two are NOT related."

The crowd laughed, and I couldn't help but crack a smile, remembering that Ellen had joked about our similar names when we had met.

"Hey! Kiara!"

Turning, I could see Will beckoning me over to wear he and Ellen were standing. _Silver linings, Kiara, this situation could have been a LOT worse. Coach could have sent just you here._ Arika, Alex, and Jackson had been chosen to stay because Coach had wanted to run over some Tank and Runner strategies with them. Since Will and I were on the bench for the first game, and Ellen was a Defender, Coach had decided to send the three of us to appear on Stu's show. Will looked the both of us over and smirked lazily.

"Looking good, ladies, almost as good as me. Anyways, just some basic ground rules for this interview. Don't give away any strategies, and don't bring up how the first training session ended. The fans want a strong team, and I'm sure the other coaches will want to see some weaknesses. Let's try not to give that to them, or else Coach will have us running laps until we drop. Oh, and Stu finds it funny to make his guests squirm a little. Just be cool, and don't act like he bothers you, even if all you want to do is punch him."

I cracked a nervous grin.

"Are you the voice of experience for that, Will?"

"Maybe. Who wants to know?"

He was trying hard to keep up a serious façade, but I could hear the smile in his voice.

"Otherwise, just be yourselves you two."

_Be yourself._ I was a shy individual. Talking to large crowds was a scary thing to do, and with this appearance I was being asked to be the opposite of myself. Sighing, I looked towards where a coordinator was beckoning us. Ellen gave us all an excited grin.

"Well, this is it!"

Just as she finished, Stu's voice started up again.

"And welcome back to Stu's Corner! Now I'd like to introduce my three special guests for today. Everyone give a warm welcome to Will Weissman, Ellen Thompson, and Kiara Thomas of Team Rampancy!"

A round of applause started, and the coordinator ushered us out. Will, ever used to attention, smiled and waved at the crowd like this was all one big party. Ellen seemed more reserved, but also did her part of greeting the crowd, and me… well, I tried my best to be that ideal bubbly and outgoing person that fans love, but I found myself looking everywhere but the crowd. Cheeks going red with embarrassment, I woodenly shook Stu's hand and settled into one of the posh chairs he offered for the three of us. Ellen was on my right, and Will chose the chair on the left, closer to Stu and his little set up. The clapping eventually faded off, and Stu looked at each of us.

"Welcome to Stu's Corner, you three. The scene outside of the Rampancy training center was quite a spectacle when you three ladies arrived. Have you been as well received by the fans as you have by the press?"

Ellen looked at me, a silent question on whether or not we had been gifted with a courteous entrance into the world of pro Grifball. The face of Ethan, our first naysayer, popped into my head, and I shrugged silently in response. Ellen turned to Stu.

"I find that most of the fans are willing to give us a shot. Obviously not everyone believes that, but us Rampancy ladies can't wait to prove to them that we're just as good as the men."

Ellen's voice held so much confidence and belief that I couldn't help but smirk in agreement. After our mock matches a few days ago, I thought we were even beginning to get Jackson to warm up to us a little. If we could impress him, we could impress anybody probably. The audience sure seemed to be impressed, and gave her a short burst of clapping. Stu then turned his attention to Will.

"Mr. Weissman, how are the women performing compared to yourself, Mr. Rothe, and Mr. Cross in training?

Will looked us over and seemed to appraise us. I met his eyes squarely, partly because I was confident in my abilities, and partly because he was something to focus on besides the crowd. After just a moment, Will gave us a lazy smile and turned back to Stu.

"Obviously they're going to need a bit of practice to make it up to "pro" standards, but they've proven to be gifted players during training, and we're happy to have them on the team."

I smiled proudly, and Ellen looked just as happy to hear Will vouching for us. An image of the crowds cheering for us popped into my head, and I found myself sitting up a little straighter. Stu caught sight of this movement and turned to me, with what was supposed to be a charming smile.

"You've been quiet, Miss Thomas. Care to tell everyone where you got that scar above your eye?"

My hand absentmindedly went to my right eye, and my smile got a little bit bigger.

"You could say that this was my first Grifball injury. Do you want the long version, or the short version?"

"Preferably the version that doesn't interfere with commercial times."

I smiled tightly, trying to refrain from rolling my eyes. It was all time and money to commentators. Some things never change. I cleared my throat, and began to speak.

"Well, let's see here… I remember it like it happened yesterday…"

* * *

><p><em>"Hey, Kiara! Clear the way for me!"<em>

_The commanding voice of my older brother, Brian, broke into my focus, and I turned to see where he was. His two friends, Kyle and Felix, were advancing on him with makeshift gravity hammers. Well, if you could count a golfing driver as a gravity hammer. The sticks we were using as swords were taped to their belts for easy access. Re-taping my "sword" to my belt, I grabbed my driver from the harness on my back and charged forward. Two on two Grifball was not an ideal number for a game, but no one else in the neighborhood was as interested as we were in playing. All four of us shared the dream of getting good enough to make our own pro team. We had even already come up with a team name: Whirlwind._

_My brother Brian had already pretty much claimed the title of team captain and runner. Felix and I were more of the 'tank' type of people, and Kyle enjoyed playing Defender or back up runner. On this particular day, we were pumped for the championship game between Maverick and Overcharge._

_I slammed my "hammer" down near them, and called out, "Respawn!"_

_Kyle and Felix turned around and immediately ran back to the other side of the yard, and I veered to run in front of Brian to help clear his path._

_"Don't worry, Brian, I'll protect you!"_

_"Good to know that my baby sister has my back, Kiara."_

_"I'm not a baby! I'm eight years old, Brian!"_

_"Whatever you say, Ki."_

_He laughed, and a frown creased my face. I was no baby! As Kyle and Felix finished counting out the 'respawn' time, I put my club back into the harness and un-taped my 'sword.' Both boys rushed towards me, and I could hear Brian behind me._

_"Kiara…"_

_Ignoring him, I ran towards Kyle and Felix, who were both giving me confused looks. However their confusion didn't last long, and both rushed me. Kyle was the first to reach me, and he began to swing his club towards the ground. Thinking I could make the distance and dodge the blow, I leapt towards him with my sword only to feel an immense pain on the back of my head, and see the world go black._

_Honestly, when I woke up, I didn't remember at all what had happened. All I knew was that my head hurt, my face hurt, and my brother looked really relieved. My dad was also present and he looked more worried than anything._

_"Kiara? Sweetie? How do you feel? What hurts?"_

_"My-my head hurts, and my eye feels puffy."_

_"Let me see…"_

_And that was how I ended up visiting the emergency room. However, as we left, me toting new stitches above my eye and holding an ice pack to my head, I couldn't help but give a toothy grin to my brother and dad._

_"My first Grifball injury!"_

* * *

><p>By the time I finished telling the story it was getting hard to control my laughter. Being injured wasn't funny at the time that it happened, but as the years went on and my career in Grifball took off, I realized that what had happened was generally minor compared to most injuries. Well that and the fact that I had been one stupid kid. The audience had started laughing too, and I felt just a bit of my fear begin to melt away. Will and Ellen were smiling in amusement, but Stu seemed more annoyed than anything. I guess I had taken too long. Oh well, at least the audience enjoyed the story.<p>

"That was an entertaining account of your accident, Miss Thomas. However we've also dug up some injuries from your time in the amateur league. Your worst one was a near arm amputation after the respawn system failed during one of your games, am I correct?"

I flinched involuntarily, remembering that day well. My opponent and I had been locked in a sword fight, and one of his teammates had nearly lopped my arm off. Luckily he had only gone for a stab instead of a full-on slash, otherwise I probably wouldn't have been given the chance to play for Rampancy. Nonetheless, it took a lot of physical therapy to recover and get back into the game. Although injuries like mine were fairly common when the respawn system failed. I couldn't see a motive for him bringing up injuries.

"Fans are also concerned about your win record with… Flashpoint I believe your team was. A half and half record, and that was only the amateur leagues. What do you bring to the table for Rampancy, Miss Thomas?"

I could feel the tension in the room rise a bit. Happy time was over it appeared. However, I wondered if giving away my abilities would give opposing teams an advantage. We were due to play Team Siren soon, the all-female team replacing Hotshot, and no doubt they were going to create a lot of buzz. All of them were wildcards pretty much; we didn't even know their identities.

With a careful tone, I replied, "You'll see what I can do once I get on the court."

Stu smirked, and somehow I could imagine that things were about to get messy.

"We could see what you might bring to Rampancy right now."

The room darkened slightly to allow the audience to see what he would be playing. Clips of my past games appeared, and each one included me fumbling in some way. A botched gravity hammer swing, team kills, and a couple of missed sword swings that even a newbie to Grifball would take advantage of. As each clip played, I could feel my face get redder and redder from embarrassment, and an unsatisfied grumbling could be heard from the crowd. Ellen gave me a sympathetic look, and Will actually looked irritated. His sarcastic voice rang out over the mutterings of the crowd and the sounds of the clips.

"Geez, Stu, I didn't know that Kiara was born a professional Grifball player. I could swear that people always had to be rookies first…"

I took a deep, steadying breath and placed a hand on his shoulder before standing up. Will looked confused, but refrained from making any more comments.

"I know that I've made rookie mistakes and bad plays in my time as a Grifball player, but all of us were there at one time. I've gotten better as the seasons have passed, and under the guidance of Rampancy and Coach Anderson, I swear I'll be a Rampancy player the fans can be proud of. Just give me a chance- hell, give all of the new women a chance- to show that we can keep up with the men," my voice grew a bit harder as I continued, "but don't think that a few naysayers are going to make us go away. We're here to stay whether you like it or not, and that's a promise."

I immediately sat down, saying nothing else. For a second there was silence, until Stu spoke up.

"Strong words from Kiara Thomas of Rampancy! We'll see if Grifball's newest members live up to that promise. Tomorrow, Rampancy will be facing off against the new all-female team in the league by the name of the Sirens. Miss Thompson, how are you feeling about your first friendly match in the big leagues?"

Ellen smoothed over the skirt of the white dress she had decided to wear and adjusted her position into something more comfortable before she replied.

"I'm excited! We haven't run into any other women yet, and I'm looking forward to seeing what other talented people the league pulled from the amateur level. Plus all of our practices are going to finally be put into play. I've been itching to get out on the court."

"Do you believe it will hurt Rampancy's moral if the team gets beat by the Sirens?"

Ellen seemed to consider this for a moment before smiling.

"It might bruise some egos, but nothing more serious than that."

"Well here's to hoping that egos will recover. Now here is a final question for all of you. All of you have mentioned Rampancy this and Rampancy that, but what does it truly mean to be a member of Team Rampancy?"

While Ellen and I contemplated our answers, Will smirked.

"It means being able to successfully pull off a spawn bonk at all times. No, but seriously, it takes heart. Especially when it comes to sitting through Anderson's speeches. Just kidding Coach! You know I love your speeches!"

The crowd laughed at this and applauded a bit, much to Will's delight. Of course neither Ellen nor myself could hold back a chuckle at the shenanigans of our free-spirited teammate. Ellen looked squarely at the crowd as she delivered her response.

"To me, being on Rampancy means that I've been chosen to give my best effort every chance I can to make the team a top competitor this season, and all of the seasons to come."

That was definitely true. Rampancy had lost three players last season to both unfortunate accidents, and just plain player stupidity. We had some big shoes to fill, and it would take our very best effort to fill them in. I thought for just a minute more and spoke up softly, but loud enough for the crowd to hear me.

"Being apart of Rampancy means never giving into the odds, and always being ready to prove doubters wrong. It means having the strength to continue even if you feel like you can't, and it means that, like Ellen said, we're always ready to give our best effort."

I offered a high-five to Will and Ellen, and they both obliged, smiling. The crowd was clapping with approval at our answers, and I couldn't help but notice how this interview hadn't turned out so bad. Getting knocked for some past mistakes had been irritating, but beyond that I felt hopeful that my first season as a pro player was going to go well. Hopefully Brian, Kyle, and Felix would support me as fully in the pro league as they had done in the amateur league.

"Well that about wraps it up today for Stu's Corner. We'll see if Rampancy can give us the show they preach when they take on the Sirens in the first friendly game of the season. Let's hear it for Team Rampancy!"

The clapping of the crowd grew calamitous, and we were ushered off stage as Stu gave a few final words. I turned to the other two, smiling.

"That actually didn't go half as bad as I thought it would!"


	11. Chapter 10: A Bit of Recon

**(A/N) Hey all, time for your latest Grifball dose, and here comes the latest chapter in the Grifball: Running Rampant saga. Hope you all enjoy this, because I sure did. Coming to you from the mind of our incredible ParabolaOfMystery, this chapter reveals to us a little more about this…Team Siren, and exactly what our guys and girls are going up against.**

**Once more, I'd like to inform you all that we're still looking for writers for this fic, but applications only remain open for another week, and at that point it will be closed, probably for quite a while. So, if you're interested, please get on to our forum and apply. If not, I'm sorry for forcing you to read this notice yet again.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Ten – A Bit of Recon<strong>

**Will Weissman**

**Written by ParabolaOfMystery**

* * *

><p>"<em>It is only the enlightened ruler and the wise general who will use the highest intelligence of the army for the purposes of spying, and thereby they achieve great results." <em>- Sun Tzu

* * *

><p>"There's been a change of plans," Coach said, twirling a pen between his fingers. Will and Jackson had been called to his office after practice. Ah, the memories of that office. Most of them were kind of bad, of course - Coach ratting them out for doing stupid stuff, mostly. Will looked around distractedly, hoping that Coach wouldn't yell at them for something. He wasn't aware that he did anything wrong during practice today, but then again, he wasn't aware of a lot of things. The two of them sat there, squirming to go and change out of their sweaty armor. "You're not training tonight after all."<p>

"What?" Jackson said, leaning forward in his chair, confused. With their friendly game coming up soon against the Sirens, they'd need to be at their peak, even though Will knew that Jackson was more than confident that they could overcome a bunch of women.

Will frowned. "Why not? I thought we were going all out, ever since the league threw us a curveball by giving us Siren instead of Hotshot."

He knew the Hotshot guys pretty well. Went out for bevs a couple times after games. Will was pretty sure one of them had video of him singing very bad karaoke to 'Girls Just Wanna Have Fun' on their phone, but he liked to keep that out of thought.

But Siren, on the other hand, where an enigma. Unknown and untested, and no team ever liked going up against the unknown. Surprises tended to happen, and few players enjoyed being surprised.

Coach ran a hand through his hair awkwardly, like he wasn't sure how to break the bad news. Eventually he decided to just spit it out. "I need you on recon tonight. Sometimes certain things have to take priority over training, every once in a while."

He rummaged through the files on his desk hastily, looking pleased when he found what he was looking for. "Siren are a brand-new team. Fresh. I've got almost all their files, except for two. They're trying to keep secretive on their players' stats or whatever, and it was hard enough to get four out of the six, but you guys can find out about the other two soon enough."

"But Coach," Jackson mumbled, growing increasingly irritated while flipping through the files, "These are all…"

"Women, yes, I know," Coach said. He crossed his arms and swivelled side to side in his chair, his eyes following Jackson. "And they don't have _cooties, _Rothe, so you shouldn't be afraid of them."

Will smirked, picking up the profiles and rifling through them. The photos included in each one weren't half bad. "Don't let Alex find out about this."

Coach rolled his eyes. "Anyway," he continued, "They have an open training session tonight. Rothe, Weissman, you're both going. Pretend to be fans or something, I don't care."

Jackson raised his eyebrows and frowned. His face was growing red. Will looked back and forth between the captain and the coach, wondering if either of them was going to snap. It had happened before after a particularly ugly game last season. His eardrums still tingled sometimes at the memory of it. Will looked around for the quickest exit in case an argument did happen. He didn't want to be in the blast area of that. "Seriously?"

Coach looked at him sternly. "Of course. We need to be prepared for our match against them."

"Well, I don't think we need to be prepared for a bunch of _women_," Jackson sneered. Will cringed at his tone. As much as he liked the guy, he was _harsh._"I've got much better ways to spend my time than watching a bunch of amateurs doing girly laps around a gym."

Will laughed. "Like you have anything to do tonight," he mumbled. "And what the hell is a girly lap?"

"What if I have a date or something?" Jackson added snippily, ignoring Will. "Sorry Coach, seems like I'm busy. You'll have to make Alex go or something instead."

Coach glared at Jackson, clearly starting to lose his patience. "I can't think of the first girl that would be going out with you," he told him as Will sniggered. "And you really think I would get a quality report out of _Alex_? He'd be watching women work out. It's practically his dream." He pointed at Will, who immediately leaned back to try and create distance between them. It was mostly instinct. Coach could be a scary dude. "Rothe, you've got a date with Weissman and the Sirens tonight. Go shower, you two. And _try _to behave yourselves."

* * *

><p>Will was at Jackson's place, sitting cross legged on his bed while he waited for Jackson to get out of the shower. He took <em>forever<em>, so Will found it to be the perfect time to look through the profiles Coach gave them. There was a lot of writing and numbers on each page, so Will scanned though each one as quickly as possible.

Their captain was a tall blonde Tank named Sarah Walker. Her stats didn't really stand out to him; they seemed about equal to Ellen's, so the Siren probably wouldn't be too hard to handle. Based on her stats, Will guessed she earned the captain title based on her leadership skills rather than her talent on the floor, which he had no problem with.

Next was one of their Hybrids, Kitty Michaels, a petite little blonde that didn't look like much. Then again, Kiara didn't look like much either, but both of them could easily beat a number of professional players. The Hybrid's kill count was surprisingly high, for the amateur leagues. They would probably have to watch out for her.

The next profile he turned through looked seemed to be one of their substitutes, Ella Ruz. Based on her kill count and scoring as a Hybrid, he concluded that any one of his teammates could outdo her in any position. She didn't even look tough- her included photo showed a small, thin girl with short brown hair and shy eyes. She'd probably be on the bench during the upcoming game.

Will couldn't decide if the last player was going to be a sub or not. The picture showed Beth Rhine, another Hybrid, to be a scary-looking player with short black hair that was shaved on one side, and eyes that gave the impression that she wanted to filet you with an energy sword. Her stats were about the same as their captains, but without the missing files, Will didn't know if they would have to play against her or not.

Just then, the bathroom door opened, letting steam pour out toward the ceiling. Jackson was rubbing a towel over his head, his t-shirt sticking wetly to his neck, which he didn't dry properly. He stared at Will, with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion on his face. "What the hell are you wearing?"

Will looked down at his shirt, which he bought on the way there. He'd almost forgotten he'd worn it. "Oh yeah. I thought I'd look the part, sinse I assumed mostly fans would show up to a practice sesh. I brought one for you too, sinse you know, pink is totally your color-"

"Absolutely not," Jackson said, not even bothering to look up.

Will smiled and stretched his t-shirt in front of him so he could read the front. "But it says 'I HEART SIRENS' on it!"

"Still not seeing the appeal," Jackson said. He leaned against the doorframe. He clearly wanted to get this over with. "Ready to go?"

Will motioned to the player files scattered around the bed. "Don't you want to look?"

"Don't need to," Jackson grumbled.

* * *

><p>The Siren's training gym was packed full of members of the press and screaming fans, most of them female, most wearing pink. Will got a few compliments on his shirt and a few numbers to go with them, while Jackson scowled. They managed to find an open spot on the bleachers that had been set up, right next to two Grifball fangirls who had dyed their hair pink, the Siren's color.<p>

"Why don't we get fangirls like these?" Will mumbled disappointedly, while Jackson rolled his eyes and mumbled something like _feminists_. The captain was sitting rigidly with his arms crossed. Anyone who looked at him would be able to tell that he really, _really_ didn't want to be there. For a second Will thought about telling him to lighten up, but then decided that it would only make Jackson even grumpier.

The Sirens were currently in the warm-up stage of their training, without armor. He was able to pick out Sarah Walker, the captain, the petite Hybrid Kitty Michaels (who Will decided was probably Alex's type), the shy substitute Ella Ruz, and the scary Beth Rhine. Those were the four he knew, all in various stages of their warm up. He scanned the gym for either of the mystery players, and his eyes rested on one doing pull ups like they were a walk in the park. She was amazingly muscled, Asian, and… _young._

Will nudged one of the fangirls next to him. She turned; she had _Go Sirens!_ Painted on her left cheek. "Do you know who that is?" He asked, pointing.

She gasped like he had just murdered someone right in front of her. "How can you _not _know?!" The girl elbowed her friend. "Kayla, he doesn't know who _she _is!" Her friend also gasped.

"That's _Mikasa Ackerman_," her friend said with so much drama it seemed as if the players name had been italicized.

"Mikasa Ackerman," Will muttered. The name was ringing a bell; he'd probably heard it on the news before, but he couldn't come up with anything.

"She's only _nineteen years old_," the first fangirl added. Nineteen? Even for the amateur leagues that was pretty young. Professional, almost unheard of. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jackson (who had been pretending not to pay attention) raise his eyebrows.

"What does she play?" Will asked, staring at the player. The nineteen-year-old seemed quiet, always on the edge of the rest of her team, yet seeming to work the hardest. Right now they were doing push-ups, and Mikasa seemed to be doing two for every one of the others. Still, her warm-up didn't exactly reflect her playing ability.

"She's officially listed as Hybrid," Jackson finished. His face turned scarlet when Will turned to him, surprised. "What? I read an article about her. Skimmed."

"Wow, Jacky, I wasn't aware that you were literate." Jackson punched him in the arm. "Is she good?" Jackson shrugged, which could mean a number of things. She was good. She wasn't good. She was meh. She actually didn't play at all; she was their mascot and was part mermaid. Will couldn't really tell. Jackson would be really unclear at times.

Will turned back to the practicing players. They were doing dynamic warm ups; high knees, lunges, the usual. He couldn't help but notice that each one of them was… well… attractive. Would Coach be angry if the Rampancy guys went after the Sirens? They weren't on their team, after all. No matter what Coach said, Will knew that Alex would be off flirting with them as soon as their game was over.

"There are only five of them," Jackson noted.

Will looked over the Sirens, counted, and then counted again. "So there are," he confirmed. "Where's the last one?"

"Probably late," Jackson said with a hint of satisfaction. "Must be a great team, if part of them aren't even there for practice." Will couldn't help but smirk. Jackson was going to be biased against the Sirens, no matter what, and would probably get satisfaction from the smallest things, like one of their members being late. Both he and Jackson had been late to numerous practices, but for Jackson, this Siren's absence was almost like a small victory.

The Siren's coach, a short, stocky man with a wonderful mustache, blew his whistle and sent his team to the locker rooms to change into their Grifball armor. Everyone in the stands began to chatter excitedly; this was the first time that anyone would see a professional all-women team play Grifball. Even Will found himself tapping his foot excitedly, while Jackson feigned a yawn. He was more anxious to see them play than he would let on, Will guessed.

When the team came out, Will was unsurprised to see that their armour was a bright pink, with various coloured accents. He also noticed that their sixth player had joined them in full armour, and was talking to the coach. The coach seemed to be yelling at her for being late, which Will sniggered at. He had been at her end multiple times in the past.

The players got in formation for a scrimmage. With their full armour on, he couldn't tell who was who. He again nudged the fangirl next to him, and asked about it. The girl rolled her eyes.

"Seriously, it's like you don't even _follow_the Sirens!" She said, exasperated. "Mikasa has the black accents, Sarah has the green, Kitty has yellow, Ella has red, Beth's the one with the purple, and the one with the grey is-"

The girl was cut off by the coach's whistle, which sent the Sirens into action. Will was immediately impressed. Both sides of the scrimmage started with a perfect Spawn Bonk- something that Rampancy still managed to mess up now and then- and kept the match going with some pretty decent moves. The captain's skills seemed beatable, as did the short one's- Kitty- although the petite Tank was unpredictable and all over the place with her moves. That might prove a problem for them, if executed well. Mikasa was good with an energy sword and moved amazingly fast, but Will would bet everything he had that he was faster. Still, pretty impressive for a teenager.

It quickly became clear who the substitutes would be - Ella Ruz, whose skills were mediocre, and Beth Rhine, who seemed to be yelling at her teammates the entire time. Both were overshadowed by the sixth player (whose name Will still didn't know), who moved with surprising skill and agility even though she was carrying the graceless gravity hammer while she played Tank, although she was clearly their runner. Her moves were calculated and smart, and she was about as fast as Mikasa. She was probably going to be a problem.

It was hard for Will to admit that the thing that the Sirens had that Rampancy didn't was teamwork. As great as a captain Jackson was, the guy still had some weird problem about having girls on the team. Will wished that there was some way that he could convince him that Arika, Kiara, and Ellen were a beneficial part of their team, but he was too stubborn. He would have to figure it out for himself. Until then, the team would still be in almost two parts: male and female. Plus the Sirens were stacked with Hybrids, so the majority of their team would do somewhat well in most positions.

Will snuck a glance at Jackson. He was leaning forward in his seat, chin cupping in his palm, eyes narrowed. His eyes darted back and forth between the players. He sat like that, motionless, until the practice was over. When their coach blew the final whistle, the fans stood up and cheered. The fangirls next to will were jumping up and down.

Jackson was still sitting, his eyes following the Sirens as they walked out. "They're decent," he mumbled.

Will looked at him, shocked. "Really."

"I said _decent_," he added defensively. "I didn't say _good_."

"But you were thinking _good_, yes?"

"No," Jackson said too quickly. He stood up and brushed himself off. "Ready to go?"

Will looked at him sceptically, smirking. "You're actually worried."

He narrowed his eyes, unsmiling. "I am _not."_

Will laughed and hopped up one row of bleachers excitedly while Jackson looked up at him, annoyed. "You are _too_!" Then he thought about it and stopped jumping. "Wait. That's bad, then."

Jackson grabbed him by the arm and pulled him down. "By the end of this week, we'll be good enough to blow them out of the water."

Will couldn't stop staring at him. How could Jackson, their fearless leader, be worried that they would be beat by a bunch of girls? It couldn't be. This must be an alternate universe or something. "So you're thinking if we played them right now, we would lose," he offered, smiling nervously.

"No," the captain said evenly, "I'm thinking we'd win by one or two points, tops." He turned around and smiled. "By the end of the week, it'll be a shutout."

He paused for a moment before adding: "Provided our deadweight doesn't get in our way."


	12. Chapter 11: The Pressure's On

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for your latest dose of Grifball: Running Rampant, this particular update written the sensational WednesdayA 3567, only the good kind of sensational, not the Miley Cyrus kind. Just clearing that up for you all! Also, let this be a notice that applications for this fic are closed from now on, for the time being. I'll read over the submissions and put up the list of accepted writers on our forum in the morning. A Big thanks to all those who applied!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Eleven - The Pressure's On<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"A good leader can engage in a debate frankly and thoroughly, knowing that at the end he and the other side must be closer, and thus emerge stronger. You don't have that idea when you are arrogant, superficial and uninformed." -Nelson Mandela<em>

* * *

><p>Ellen walked into the gym tired and sleepy eyed. She'd stayed up nearly all night going over tactics that might come in handy for the game. Will and Jackson hadn't exactly come back with reassuring news, and it worried Ellen. She was right on time for their last training before the game, but she saw everyone else was already there. The rest of the team was jogging laps around the room while Coach set up what looked like suicides in the middle of the court.<p>

She groaned inwardly at the thought of suicides without any sleep, but at least he wasn't making them sprint to warm _up_ to suicides. A slow jog was all he apparently asked for today, and Ellen dropped her helmet on the bleachers to fall into step with Arika. She only nodded at Ellen and kept running. Her eyes were slightly bloodshot. Perhaps Ellen wasn't the only one who had enjoyed a sleepless night. Of course, they shouldn't be stressing, this is only supposed to be a friendly pre-season game, but it's also the first time they will be judged in the professional leagues.

She noticed Kiara had also taken up a pace slightly slower than usual and she had purple splotches under her eyes, yet the men seemed perfectly fine. So it was probably just nerve wracking for the women. The men were all used to the stress of the first game of the season, but this would be the first time the women were really judged. Sure, they'd been judged on Stuman's show, they'd been judged when they first became a part of Rampancy, they were even judged when the first announcement was made. But this would be the first time they were judged for their skill in front of thousands of hardcore Grifball fans.

Ellen shook her head, bringing herself out of her nervous thoughts. They'd all do great. They had been training for this, they were chosen specifically to be brought above the amateur circuit. She just needed to remember to watch her motion sensors. That was always her downfall.

Coach blew his whistle shrilly, right next to Ellen, and she had to refrain from covering her ears. He probably wouldn't appreciate the gesture.

The rest of the team jogged over to him, and Coach looked at all of them somewhat sternly.

"Alright, everyone. As I'm sure you all know, this is our last training session before the game tomorrow. I know it's only pre-season, but that doesn't mean we do any less than our very best!" Ellen smiled, knowing his rhyme was accidental. He didn't seem to notice the rhyme or the smile. "I want you all to take it a little easy today; we can't risk any last minute injuries. Just some suicides, a scrimmage, and maybe we'll go over a few tactics. Nothing too hard."

The team let out a small collective sigh, glad for the prospect of rest. He'd been running them all ragged lately with nearly non-stop training. Ellen didn't know about high and mighty mister Rothe, but it was a hard way for the girls to start. No way to learn but to jump right in, she supposed.

Coach briefly explained suicides for the millionth time, in case one of them had possibly forgotten. Ellen glimpsed Jackson rolling his eyes. He obviously believed Coach was only explaining to the girls. That couldn't be it. Ellen had been doing suicides in gym since middle school, and she knew the other girls had done the same. Coach was just explaining to the team the plan for today. . . right? He had always said they wouldn't get any special treatment, but the way he was explaining every little thing to them all the time sure made it seem different. Ellen wondered sometimes if he subconsciously believed the women shouldn't really be there.

She shook her head as though clearing it when Coach blew his whistle in her ear again. God, that thing was loud. She jogged to the centre of the room to line up for suicides. He had set up a column of cones for each of them, so no one would have to wait their turn. They all lined up and looked at each other a moment before Coach started them off. Alex winked at Ellen and she rolled her eyes in response.

The whistle shrieked again, and Ellen was pleased to see it was in Jackson's ear this time. She sprinted as fast as her long legs could take her to the nearest cone, then circled back. Then to the next nearest cone and back, and the next nearest cone after that, and so on and so forth. She focused on keeping her breathing even. Ellen resisted the urge to see where her team mates were in their columns of cones, successfully avoiding that childish competition. Yet she knew Jackson would be tracking each of their progress carefully, just like some dumb middle schooler. He would be pushing himself to beat everyone. Ellen only wanted to show Coach she was always doing her best.

She came back to the starting cone for the last time, and finally looked up at her other team members. She had done well, she was the first woman to finish, but Kiara and Arika were close behind. Jackson had an ugly smirk across his face; he must've finished first. Alex was trying to catch Kiara's eye (she was resolutely looking in the opposite direction) and Will sported a smile meant for everyone.

Coach let them all catch their breath for a few moments before blowing his whistle again, and away they went. They stopped and started only another three times. Ellen always refused to let herself look up until they stopped for that round.

And then Coach and Jackson cleared the cones off the floor to get ready for a small scrimmage. Ellen walked over to the bleachers to snap her helmet on. She magnetized her Gravity Hammer to her back and her Energy Sword to her hip. Coach called out their teams.

"Jackson, Alex and Ellen are over here." He pointed to the left end of the gym. Then he pointed to the right end of the gym. "Kiara, Will, and Arika on this side. Both teams, go head on over to your side and discuss your plans. We'll only go best out of three today." And there was that whistle again.

Ellen waved to Arika and Kiara as she jogged over to join Alex and Jackson. Kiara gave her a sympathetic shrug as she turned to her own team. Ellen supposed the sympathy was in order; she would have to deal with Jackson by herself. Maybe Alex would be tolerable today, though.

She stepped up to join their mini-huddle, and ignored Jackson's eye rolling glare. Alex smiled at her and winked again. She decided he was worth a smile back. Jackson only glared at both of them, but mostly Ellen. She raised her eyebrows and calmly stared back at him. Alex looked back and forth between the two, then cleared his throat.

"Well, as evenly matched as this staring contest _is_, we should maybe get started. Personally, I think charging into the game with no tactic whatsoever is a fan_tast_ic idea, but you guys may think differently."

Jackson grunted and looked at him. "Yeah, you're right. May as well make the best of what we've got. Let them have first possession, and then I'll take them out with my Grav Hammer as they rush towards the goal. You grab the ball, Alex, and run as fast as you can. With any luck, you'll score a goal before they even respawn." He was only speaking to Alex, and refused to even _look_ at Ellen.

She glared at her captain and spoke angrily. "Umm, helloooo? What do you expect me to do? Just stand here and look pretty?"

She could see Jackson shift his weight to his other foot and his eyebrow rose. He didn't say anything. Ellen decided to propose a different tactic, since he chose to ignore her. "Alright," her tone of voice taking charge of the situation, "I agree that we should let them have first possession. Give them a false sense of hope, so to speak. You take out Arika and Kiara if you can, and I'll sneak up on Will from behind while he's running. Then Alex can run for the goal, in possession of course, and we'll cover him as they respawn. You believe you're invincible, but you can't make me stand on the sidelines. Grifball doesn't work two to three." She kept her gaze on Jackson, waiting for an answer.

Alex moved up next to her and said, "Come on, man. She's right. We need three people. At least include her in the plan." He smiled at Ellen and took that opportunity to place his arm around her shoulders. He quickly received a sharp elbow to the ribs in return. He winced and removed his arm but kept his place next to Ellen. She supposed she should be thankful he was standing up to their captain and his friend next to her.

Jackson looked at the both of them. She could see his jaw set in defiance. "What if you screw it up?" he growled. Ellen brought her hands up to her shoulders, palms out, and lowered her head in surrender.

"If I screw it up, I'll do whatever you want for the rest of today." Alex looked a little shocked and Ellen was surprised, herself. That wasn't like her. Oh well, it didn't matter because she wouldn't screw it up. She'd prove to Jackson she was perfectly capable.

Jackson gave her a rough nod as Coach blew the whistle for their starting positions. There was that absolutely quiet moment as everyone tensed, waiting for the start. The checkered flag of Grifball, if you will.

Then there it was. The only whistle that really mattered in Ellen's mind. And then, the most amazing thing of all; it started just as Ellen had seen it in her mind's eye.

Will rushed for the ball, Arika and Kiara right behind him. Ellen could tell her friends had been told to spread out, but they couldn't quite remember. Ellen only just had that thought as Jackson took them both out with one grav hammer swing. Will was halfway to the goal and Ellen sprinted after him, swearing under her breath. She hadn't accounted for his speediness. Alex was on the other side of Will, also trying to catch up. Ellen put on a burst of speed, she was close enough to reach him now. She pulled out her energy sword with a crackle, which cost her a few precious seconds of speed. Will was just a few more paces from the goal; he could almost just have thrown the ball by now. She could practically feel Jackson's glare on her back and knew she was too close to screwing it up. Then, at the very last moment, she lunged. Ellen caught the tip of her sword on Will's shoulder, just barely triggering the respawn sensors in his armour. Any further on the edge and she only would have scratched his armour. Will stumbled a little before flashing to the respawn point, and the ball was tumbling in the air for a split second before Alex scooped it up.

Jackson whooped as he crashed down his hammer again just for the heck of it. Alex ran so fast he was nearly a blur. All Ellen had to do was keep Arika occupied so Alex could make it to the goal. Arika swung her hammer menacingly, but Ellen was only trying to keep her focus, and simply hopped out of her way lightly. Arika only had time to raise her hammer again before the bomb exploded and the whole room lit up in an orange glow.

Ellen, Alex and even Jackson yelled in triumph as Arika nodded at Ellen and returned to her side of the court. Coach gave them another moment to figure out their next tactic. Alex gave Ellen a high five, and Jackson begrudgingly nodded at her. She stood up maybe just a little taller.

"Alright, you guys. Surprisingly, that worked rather well, Ellen. Guess I shouldn't have ignored you." Ellen grinned beneath her helmet, but didn't say anything. Despite her pride, she didn't want to rub it in or say 'I told you so.' She simply returned the nod and waited for his plan.

Jackson seemed almost to expect Ellen to say something but she didn't, so he plowed on with another tactic. "Alright, Alex, this time I want first possession. That'll be up to you. Ellen, I want you to cover him closely. Like a bodyguard of sorts, while I'll go further forward and try to take the girls out again. If they don't spread out, that oughta be easy. They were in really bad formation last time, let's hope they didn't fix that. I think we can wing it a little this round. Ellen, you're not half bad after all."

Ellen grinned and bounced on her toes as she stuck her hand out. "Truce?"

"Tell ya what. If you don't screw this round up either, then it's a truce."

Alex burst into the conversation as Ellen slowly lowered her hand. "Awww, friendship! Come on you guys, we got this!"

Coach blew his whistle once; they lined up in starting position. Once again, and Alex ran like a speed demon. He faltered a little when he saw the other team.

Will, Arika and Kiara hadn't moved except to take out their gravity hammers. They stood stock still, waiting. Instead of trying to fight it out, they were simply going to guard the goal. Alex had the bomb in hand, but he couldn't make it to the goal. Ellen put her back to the wall and slid along it until she was about ten feet from Kiara. She knew Kiara would be watching her motion sensors, but maybe she was too focused on keeping Alex away from the goal to notice Ellen creeping up next to her. Ellen was just about to lunge her sword into Kiara's side when the tank spun on her heel and crashed her hammer down in one smooth movement.

There was a split second of blinding pain and then the flying feeling of respawning back at the starting point. Ellen shook her head to try and clear the ringing sound out of her ears and deactivated her sword. Well, it had been worth a shot. She looked to Jackson, a _what now? _expression on her face.

He sneered at her. "**Smooth."**

Alex was still running around in front of the opposing team, hoping to find an opening. Ellen could see what he was trying to do. He was running just close enough for them to try and use their hammers, but he would hop out of the way at the last moment. He was trying to make them smash each other. It would've been a good tactic too, if Will hadn't known it. Ellen could just imagine Will warning Arika and Kiara about it through their helmets' radios. But maybe two targets could make them more likely to hit each other. . .

Ellen ran up to join Alex, her sword out. She looked as though she was trying to lunge underneath their hammer swings. Alex's voice came buzzing through her radio. "**What are you doing?! You won't be able to get past their defenses!"**

**"Yeah, but maybe they can get past their own defenses for us. I'm not important here; it's okay if I get hit. I just want them to hit each other in the process. That way you can get to the goal. I figured two moving targets would help a bit more than one." **Alex looked at her for a second, and maybe he was smiling at her, but Ellen couldn't tell.

**"What about Jackson?" **A loud crash and a louder swear answered Alex's question as Jackson was flung back to respawn. Ellen turned to look back him, which proved to be a mistake. Will got her this time, and now she was back where she started. Ellen raced up to help Alex again, only now realizing this could go on in an endless loop. She needed to break through their damn defences!

She came back at them with more energy and fancy footwork than she'd ever shown before. She was locked in battle with Will and now she realized that he had always gone easy on her in training. Ellen grinned, knowing that now he was putting in the effort because she was a threat. That meant she might have a chance. He was good with the gravity hammer, she couldn't deny that, and Ellen felt the sweat pouring down her face as she ducked and dodged and weaved around him. He had the upper hand using his gravity hammer while Ellen used her sword, but if she'd used her own gravity hammer she'd already be dead. Ellen and gravity hammers don't always cooperate very well. She was only tiring herself out, for it appeared Will had no breaking point.

Alex came over to try and help Ellen, if only to draw Will's attention away from her. Ellen tried to shake her head and wave him off, eyes wide, when Will brought his hammer down on the both of them. CRASH! They both died, Alex dropping the bomb. When they flashed back to the starting point Ellen turned to him, rather angry.

**"What the hell?! I almost had him! I **_**told**_** you, I'm not important! It doesn't matter if I'm killed, but you just lost us the bomb!" **Alex shrugged angrily, activated his sword, and ran around and away from her. Ellen turned to see where he was going, and swore softly under her breath. Will had grabbed the bomb and was running towards the goal. Jackson was right behind him, sprinting, and Alex was behind Jackson. She saw that Will was too far ahead; they'd never catch up to him. Maybe Alex would've had a chance to catch up if Ellen hadn't lost her temper.

She watched as Will threw the bomb onto the pad. She watched him throw his hands in the air and yell in celebration. She saw Jackson and Alex talking in hushed, harsh tones. Jackson came stalking over towards her, Alex in tow. She could tell they were mad. If she hadn't turned on Alex after they had respawned, maybe he could have caught Will in time.

Jackson didn't address what happened the last round; he simply gave them a new plan. He was ignoring Ellen again, though. She understood why he was giving her the cold shoulder. She couldn't pay much attention to his new tactic, and only looked up sheepishly when he stopped talking to Alex. She half-heartedly asked him, "What about me?"

She didn't expect a kind answer, and she didn't get one. "You? Just stay out of the way."

The whistle blew and Ellen trudged over to the starting point. She looked to Alex for maybe a smile or thumbs up, even just a noncommittal shrug. He stared straight ahead. Ellen knew she messed up, but everyone did once and awhile! After all, this is just a friendly scrimmage! Oh, well. Maybe Alex is just siding with his friend for once. Ellen sighed and looked forward, waiting for the whistle. There it was, and Jackson slammed down his hammer behind Alex in an unorthodox and dangerous launch. Alex was almost too close to Jackson's gravity hammer to survive, but he did, and he was flying through the air, straight towards the ball.

Will saw this and ran towards where Alex would probably land, sword drawn. Ellen saw his move and ran forward to fend him off so Alex could make a safe landing. Jackson yelled at her over the radio, **"I said stay out of the way!" **Ellen ignored him, despite the angry heat rising in her cheeks, and kept running. Will was watching Alex, trying to gauge what position would be best for spearing him.

He didn't see Ellen right by his side until it was too late. She slashed across his chest, he collapsed before respawning, and Alex landed right next to Ellen. He nodded at her gratefully and said, **"Thanks, Ellie." **She only nodded back and ran to clear his way to the goal. Jackson was there too, ignoring Ellen, like always. He and Kiara were battling briefly before he took her out too aggressively for Ellen's taste.

Ellen was going after Arika when she was shoved aside by Jackson, who had been running behind her. She stumbled back a little bit, shocked. **'**_Well, fine then. He can do whatever the hell he wants.'_

Ellen clenched her jaw and stalked towards the sideline. Alex scored another goal and the bomb exploded again. Jackson and Alex high fived while their opposing team shrugged and smiled at each other. Alex actually came over and gave Ellen a one-armed hug, telling her, "Thanks for not listening to the asshole over there, Miss Ellie. I wouldn't have made it if you hadn't stepped in." He gave her a lopsided grin that was, admittedly, pretty cute. Ellen broke into a smile and thanked him. Coach blew his whistle, calling for them all to gather around.

"Alright everyone! Good game. I think you all got a good workout and learned some about improvising! Things don't always go to plan." Ellen couldn't help but look at Jackson when Coach said that. They'd certainly learned how to wing it, for better or for worse. Mostly worse.

"Jackson, Alex and Ellen, you guys won today. Great job. Jackson, you've still got a lot to learn about the definition of team work. That better not be a problem in the game. Kiara, Will and Arika, nice job with that defence in the second round. That worked much better than I would have expected.

"Alright, I think that's pretty much it for today, since the scrimmage ran longer than I expected. Which shows that you all can hold your own. Just a reminder, here's the line-up for tomorrow. Alex, you'll be our Runner with Ellen as your Defender. Mister Rothe as our Hybrid and Miss Myles as our Tank. Will's the Runner on the bench and Kiara will be next to him as our backup Tank." He looked at Jackson pointedly, and Ellen remembered his outburst last time the line-up was discussed. "Any problems? No? Didn't think so. Okay, you all are done here for today. Go home, rest up, and don't stress too much. Remember it's just a game. Admittedly, a game we want to win, but still. . . just a game. I'll see you all tomorrow." With that, he turned and headed into his office.

Ellen snapped her helmet off and grabbed her water bottle from the bleachers. She chugged about half of it and wiped her forehead with her arm. Kiara and Arika were next to her, doing more or less of the same. It was funny how the girls and boys gathered separately, just like a schoolyard. She caught Alex watching her out of the corner of his eye, and he didn't look away once he realized she saw. Ellen gave a funny half smile, just to toy with him, and flipped her hair down and then back up to re-tie it. She looked back up, and noticed something missing in the scene. Jackson wasn't there. He was trailing Coach Anderson, apparently bickering with him. Both men seemed angry. Ellen could only assume it was about the line up again. She gave a small sigh and shrugged. She would ignore him, that's all she could do. Ellen turned to her friends.

"So, what a game, huh? You guys were great! I didn't expect a simple scrimmage to run that long. Guess we're just getting better," Ellen said, not really paying attention. She was still watching Jackson from her peripheral vision. What a jerk.

"Yeah, but you won! Even having to work with Jackson, you won! Now, that's a _true_ victory. That first round was really good; we didn't see it coming at all!" Kiara said. Ellen knew she was still a little scared of Jackson after what had happened their first training, and was glad the sweet redhead didn't have to put up with him today. Ellen smiled as she brought her attention back to her friend.

"Well, thanks! That was the one time Jerkface Rothe listened to me. Us girls certainly held our own today, huh?"

"Hell yeah!" said Arika. "We've shown we're really not such a 'liability' after all. We are so ready for tomorrow." The three shared a smile. They all slung their sports bags over their shoulders and headed to the locker rooms to change. Will and Alex walked a little way to their right.

Arika gave Ellen a small nudge to the elbows and nodded towards the men as they walked across the vast room. She smiled teasingly. "Hey, have you seen the way Alex is always looking at you? And that attempted hug today? Ellie-" she drew the nickname out as Ellen laughed, "-he's got his eye on you!"

"Aw, come on! I told you last time, I don't get involved with team members! Besides, he's got his eye on anyone that moves. It's not like I'm any different."

Then Kiara sighed, and they looked back at her suspiciously. Her pale cheeks turned pink. "He's really not that bad you know. I wouldn't mind it if someone paid me that much attention."

Ellen laughed. "Girl, are you kidding me? You didn't notice how he was winking and waving at you in between suicides? You just refused to look at him." Kiara's blush deepened, and they both laughed.

Arika hushed the two and said, "Shut up, here he comes now." She was right, for there was the ladies' man. He grinned at all of them.

"Great job today, girls! So, any big plans for tonight?"

Arika smirked and shrugged noncommittally. Kiara blushed and said, "Well, not reeeeaaaally. . ." Ellen's plan had been a nice hot shower at home and a good book with a cold beer. But she couldn't tell Alex that.

So instead she deadpanned, "I was going to fly to the moon in a hot air balloon, but I suppose you're going to suggest something better?" She gave him that funny half smile again. He laughed and started to answer, but they had reached the entrance to the women's locker room. Arika and Kiara simply waved at him and walked by, but Ellen spoke to him as she walked backwards. "What's that? Sorry, Alex, you're gonna have to stay out there! Maybe we can talk later!" She gave him a wink and turned. Oh, how she loved to mess with his mind. Ellen knew he probably hated her for it by now, but somehow that made it more fun.

She looked over her shoulder to see Alex talking to Will. Will slapped him on the back, laughing heartily. Alex pouted a little before following Will to their own locker room. Ellen smiled and thought, '_When did I get so devious?'_

She walked into the locker room to see both her friends waiting for her. Arika put her hands on her hips and said, "You are a cold, cruel woman if you don't ever plan to date him."

Kiara piped up with, "However, if you do. . ." All three cracked up and Ellen just shook her head. She was so glad she had dived into Grifball with these new friends. Tomorrow's game would certainly be interesting, if nothing else.


	13. Chapter 12: The Night Before

**(A/N) Hey guys, it's pretty late over here, and I have work early tomorrow, so I'm just going to keep this short and sweet, thank the ever amazing BrambleStar14 for writing this chapter, and encourage all of you to check out the latest RWBY episode! Hope this chapter is worth the weekly wait! In a couple of weeks, we'll be updating this fic twice a week, but until then, you're just going to have to wait! :)**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twelve – The Night Before…<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>In prosperity our friends know us; in adversity we know our friends." <em>― John Churton Collins

* * *

><p>"So. This is it, huh?" Alex spoke quietly, but his words filled up the car that he and Jackson were occupying. Somehow, the whole thing seemed more final when it had been said.<p>

The silence returned. The whole car was full of oppressive, potentially violent silence, the kind that said clearly that someone was trying to hold back murderous urges.

"Yeah. Tommorow." Jackson grunted absentmindedly as he turned the wheel, steering the car down another busy road back towards the centre of the city. It had been a busy few weeks in the lead up to Rampancy's first game with their new players. Those weeks had been hectic as Coach pulled out all the stops, getting them up earlier and earlier until Alex and Will had just decided to sleep at the training arena.

Even though the game was tomorrow, Alex knew that Jackson still worried about his team. No matter what he told the press or the Coach, he was still unhappy with his three new additions. Alex wasn't really sure why, but that wasn't his concern. In his opinion, the new trio had performed exceptionally well, overcoming the pressure of being the first wave of female candidates and Jackson's... _overbearing _personality.

Kiara was certainly doing well, now that Will had taken her under his wing. Alex allowed himself to muse on that relationship and how it had come about. Will didn't normally train players like that, was it just concern for a teammate, or something else? But Kiara had come into her own, swinging her gravity hammer ferociously and slowly learning to tell the difference from feints and charges. She would certainly perform in the game.

Ellen was also doing extremely well for herself, the nervous woman Alex had first met weeks ago had turned into a hardened Grifball fighter and made sure that Alex was disciplined for any _lapses_in his concentration. She was still rejecting any advances he made, which was rather disappointing. Still, not to be unexpected, with his reputation. But the challenge was what made it interesting.

Arika was also living up to her "Original female player" status, learning new techniques within the hour and employing them on the battlefield with brutal efficiency. Alex wasn't expecting any problems from any of the three tomorrow, but Jackson clearly felt otherwise.

Alex glanced over at his captain every few seconds, to check up on any possible blood pressure problems that might occur at the mention of three certain players in his team. Jackson was staring straight ahead, face set, teeth clenched, looking rather like a man consigned to death the next morning rather than a make or break sports game. Apparently Alex's glances were annoying him, for he spoke rather abruptly.

"Alex," he managed through a mass of teeth locked firmly together. "Is there a reason you keep glancing at me, or should I get worried?" Alex grinned slightly at Jackson's sarcasm, before responding carefully, aware that speaking with Jackson was like handling a live grenade, time consuming, pointless and potentially explosive.

"Well... ya look worried and angry and your blood pressure may or may not hold out and you're clearly worried about the three girls and how they'll perform and-" Alex cut off. Jackson was glaring at him in the mirror over the seats. "AndIthinkI'llstoptalkingnow."

The silence returned, before Jackson suddenly sighed.

"Alex, let's face it, we have no idea how they'll perform tomorrow. They might-" Alex cut him off.

"We have no idea how any of us will perform tomorrow. Ya gotta lighten up and stop being such a moody git!" Jackson looked stunned. Apparently he was expecting Alex to nod and say things like "Yeah" and noncommittally grunt. He had clearly forgotten who he was talking to. "Jackson, don't worry about how they perform and just focus on yourself. Or do you think they'll do better if their captain goes to pieces in the middle of the game?"

Jackson paused, considering, before he responded. "It's not me I need to worry about. I'll do fine. But the girls aren't ready, you know it, I know it-"

"No Jackson, I don't know it!" Alex's voice was rising slightly. "Stop assuming that everyone else has your viewpoint when you enter a debate or better yet, unclog your ears! They've had the exact same training as you've had. Are you not going to perform tomorrow, _Captain?"_Alex's voice dripped with sarcasm.

"Alex" Jackson cut across him. "They aren't ready, face it! They are not prepared enough or trained enough to face Siren tomorrow!" He sat back slightly, apparently pleased with this argument, but missing the gaping hole in it.

"Jackie, mate. Siren is a team comprised _entirely of female players!_I'm not quite sure if you've noticed, but there is a distinct correlation here. They are a brand new team that has had the same training as our girls, and Rampancy includes us! We'll have no problems!"

Jackson snarled as he summoned a retort, probably from the section of his brain devoted to "Reasons to hate female players and bitch about it to Alex".

"Siren's females are better! They're better co-ordinated and clearly created specially to prove that females can play! They are better than ours!"

Alex was stunned. Was Jackson trying to use any possible excuse to gain the upper hand or did he genuinely believe what he had just said?

"Jackson, that's just bullshit and you know it. That is the first thing that possibly entered your head when you decided to bitch about female players to me! Siren are not better, but since you won't possible believe that-"

Jackson's hand slammed onto the dashboard.

"I will not see my team ruined because some girls couldn't get their act together! Not after last season! No matter how 'important' they are to the league, if they don't _man up,_they're off the damn team!" He cut himself off, panting slightly.

The conversation had rapidly gone downhill. Jackson was just refusing to acknowledge that anyone else could be right or even have an opinion in this matter. It was always about what he thought, or his father. "Just wait until my father hears about this!" was the tagline that Will and Alex had traced on his locker once with permanent marker. The phrase oddly reminded Alex of a book he had once read, but he couldn't think why.

"Is it because you're afraid of losing to girls, Jackson?" Alex probed gently. "Or is it afraid of admitting someone else is right?"

Jackson scowled.

"I think you just want to get into their pants!" he spat, flinging the words like an insult at Alex. "I mean, we all know about you, don't we! I expect you cheered at the announcement, all excited at the prospect of sharing a locker room or just meeting new girls. Even when there weren't girls on the team, you still went after the others! Is that why you want them on the team, _Alex?"_

Alex sat there, reeling for the briefest of moments, before grabbing the handbrake and yanking it backwards, ending the car's journey as its momentum halted. Alex opened the door and got out, not looking at Jackson. After he climbed out and slammed the door, he leaned into the window to see Jackson staring straight ahead, face unreadable.

"Sometimes Jackson, you need to shut the fuck up. Sometimes, you just go too far."

And Alex turned and walked away, leaving Jackson behind as he walked up the street, still seething at the words his supposed friend had flung at him. Sometimes, Jackson just didn't get it.

After about four minutes of walking up the street, hood up, not wanting to be recognized for once, he heard a shout behind him.

"Alex! Wait!" Alex slowly turned on the spot, to see Jackson drive up next to him, window down, looking apologetic for once.

"Mate, I'm sorry alright? I was out of order." Alex raised his eyebrows slightly, before climbing into the car again. After pulling the door shut and as Jackson started the car back up, Alex turned to him.

"You're a real prick, you understand that, right?" Jackson nodded, his face serious.

The moment lasted for about two seconds before they both started laughing.

"Jesus man, you looked ready to kill something." Alex choked through his laughs, while Jackson concentrated on not crashing. This was how they worked.

"So, Alex?" Jackson said after a few minutes. "Are we heading to the club, or should I take you back to your place?"

Alex knew what Jackson meant. He had no clue of the destination and needed to know where to drop Alex. But, ah what the hell? It was the least Alex could do after the stunt Jackson had just pulled. He raised his eyebrows.

"Jackson, I know we've known each other for a while, but I just don't think of you like that, I'm sorry. I mean, we're just heading back from training, not a bloody date!"

The noise Jackson made as he choked and went bright red was totally worth it.

"Shut it!" He managed after a few seconds while Alex courteously waited.

"I mean, you're not really my type, sorry. I don't go for the dark, moody, stuck up, stubborn guys like you. I am flattered though."

"Shutupshutupshutup."

"Just drop me off at my place please Jackson and don't get any ideas. You know, I always wondered about you, I guess this just proves it."

"I will crash this car if it means you die."

"Why not go for Will, Jackson? I heard he's available at the present time, thought that might not happen for much longer, with the way Kiara's moving in. Is that why you hang out with the guys so much and not the girls?"

"Burst into flames and die."

The car had pulled up beside the skyscraper holding Alex's apartment. He opened the door, before pausing. Apparently, Jackson wanted him gone.

"Get out of the car before I cast you into the darkness."

"Oh wait, sorry man, I just remembered. The press conference, Will's confession, we all heard it. I'm so sorry that it didn't work out for you Jackson, but-"

Alex quickly jumped out of the car as Jackson made a sudden lunge. Shutting the door, he walked into the building, laughing as the first of many threatening texts that would arrive that night from Jackson reached his phone.

Tomorrow was the day. It would make them or break them. Alex hoped the girls were up to it. They probably were.

He'd spent enough time not training and staring at them for him to be pretty damn hopeful.


	14. Chapter 13: What It Takes To Win

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry about the late update, but it's finally here, the latest chapter in the Grifball: Running Rampant saga, written by the one-and-only Lili-Hunter! This is the first of a two-parter, featuring the first pre-season game for Rampancy, up against Team Siren. Who will win? Read on to find out!**

**Enjoy!**

**Chapter Thirteen - What It Takes To Win**

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"The power of the human will to compete and the drive to excel beyond the body's normal capabilities is most beautifully demonstrated in the arena of sport." <em>- Aimee Mullins

* * *

><p><em>"RAM-PAN-CY! RAM-PAN-CY!"<em>

Jackson cocked his head to one side as he shut his metal locker door. The crowd's cry, though muted, could still easily reach his ears. His lips quirked upwards in a smirk - Jackson doubted that Team Siren was receiving the same warm welcome.

With fifteen minutes before the match would begin, the crowd was working themselves into a frenzy. It wasn't unheard of, even though it was just a pre-season game. The Grifball-deprived fans were anxious to see the first game after the long off-season.

A knock at the locker room door made Jackson and his teammates glance up in surprise. Coach Ryan Anderson lowered his hand, and leant against the doorframe. His features were twisted in a gruff scowl, though Jackson knew better than to assume he was angry. Coach simply had his game face on.

"Are you ready?" he asked, running his gaze over the six Rampancy players in varying degrees of dress. Jackson looked over his shoulder, frowning as he, too, examined his teammates. Alex and Will were, predictably, relaxed, but the three girls met Jackson's gaze with varying degrees of expected defiance - as though daring him to ask Coach if they could trade them before the match started. But Jackson clenched his jaw, and simply ignored them.

Ellen and Kiara were quickly suiting up; shooting somewhat annoyed glances towards the men whom had invaded their locker room. Well, it wasn't like Jackson had wanted to be there. He'd shoved Alex and Will into the girl's locker room once they had dressed, annoyed but knowing Coach would want to address them as a team.

Arika had already put her armour on, and was sitting on one of the benches. She'd been rubbing the handle of her grav hammer when Coach Anderson had walked in, and her face was now set in a stormy expression. Jackson shrugged mentally: some women were just downright unexplainable.

"Yeah," he finally answered the Coach. "We're good."

Coach Anderson's eyes narrowed in surveillance. "No one's feeling sick, or anything, right?"

"Maybe you should ask us that after your speech, Coach," Will called out, lacing his hands behind his head as he leant on the locker at his back. Jackson caught his eye, and the Rampancy Runner grinned.

_Typical._ Jackson fought a snicker as Coach Anderson fixed Will with a heavy glare, with the latter's grin only growing wider.

"We're fine," Arika assured him, after a long moment of amused silence. He glanced at her, and then abruptly smiled.

"Perfect. Now," Coach began, turning serious. "Our start together as Team Rampancy was not without its frustrations-" he glanced at Jackson, whom scowled, "-but I have every confidence in this team. We _can_ win this match. _You_ have sweat, bled and sacrificed for this sport. Now, I want you to prove that it was worth it. Go out there, and claim that field as yours!

"This isn't _just_ as a pre-season match. This isn't just something you can half-ass and still expect to win. This is _Grifball_. This match is _our_ debut, ladies and gentlemen. This is _our_ chance to prove everyone out there that this year, we _are_ a team to contend with!

"Team Siren is out there. They've trained for this moment, just like we have. But they have one, critical advantage: they are _desperate_. This is their biggest chance to show the world that they, as a team,_deserve_ to be here." Two of the girls sent meaningful glances towards Jackson at Coach's words. He rolled his eyes in response. "And so, ladies and gentlemen, I want you to get _desperate_," Coach told them, his eyes sparkling with excitement. "Play well, play hard – and know that you _can_ win. I know you, and I've trained you. And I've done a _bloody_ good job." Coach suddenly paused, and took the time to look them all in the eye before he delivered his parting instruction. "But above all… have fun."

The team roared their approval, slapping their thighs or clapping their hands together to contribute to the noise. Coach grinned, and dipped his head in his own version of a bow. Will leant forward, muttering, "Sick as a dog" under his breath.

After a few more moments of proudly surveying his team, Coach Anderson pulled his lucky cap over his head – an old, worn blue hat with the word '_Rampancy_' across the front – and ducked out through the door. The applause faded, and Alex and Will turned to Jackson expectantly. It was custom for the team captain to make a short speech before the beginning of the first pre-season match, and also the first actual match of the season – and Jackson was nothing if not traditional.

_Damn_. Jackson hadn't actually considered what he was going to say. Usually, it ran along the lines of how their masculinity was at stake, and how Jackson expected nothing less than their absolute best – and he'd kick their ass if they didn't provide it. It had always earned a few – if confused – chuckles. So far, Jackson hadn't ever had to make good on his threat – but his team had never doubted that it was heartfelt.

Now, though, Jackson didn't think that Coach would approve – not with the girls under so much pressure already, as Alex had told him. And Coach was pissed enough at him, as it was. Jackson hardly needed to give him another reason to bite his head off every goddamn training session.

Jackson stood, taking a few steps back so he could watch all of their faces without having to turn. His features twisted automatically in a scowl, and the Rampancy Hybrid made no attempt to wipe it away. After a long moment, Alex raised an eyebrow, prompting his friend, and Jackson cleared his throat.

"So." He pursed his lips, rolling the words on his tongue before forcing them out. They sounded halting and slightly awkward, even to his own ears. _Whatever_. Words had never really been Jackson's strong suit – physical action was more up his alley. "Rampancy's first match of the season is _now_. This is what we've trained for. _This_ is what we've worked our asses off, day after day after goddamn day, for. _This_is our chance to show them that we're ready, we're willing, and we're _fucking capable _of taking that Cup at the end of the season as our own. It's now, boys, or never," Jackson finished. He grinned widely, pleased with his speech. The three girls shook their heads, lips pursed in silent anger, and Jackson realized that he'd accidentally ignored the girls in his speech. Then he shrugged it off mentally. Old habits die hard, and Jackson was in no hurry to forget the past.

Team Rampancy got up, and started to move quickly to collect their gear. The minutes had flown by, and the match was almost about to start. Alex and Will soon disappeared through the doorway towards the spawning area, hollering and whooping in excitement, but Jackson hesitated in the doorway. The three women waited impatiently behind him. Abruptly, Jackson turned to face them.

"Look," he began. The words came quicker now in his desperation to get them out, before they'd be late for the game. His gaze moved over their faces, taking in their expressions. All of them were distrusting and faintly angry. "I know that this is your first game with us, and I know you're eager to prove yourselves. But _please_…" Jackson trailed off, biting at his lip in true concern. A few of the females' faces softened, the anger draining as they watched him hopefully. Jackson took a deep breath before looking at them all, individually, in the eye, hoping to emphasize the importance of his next words. "Do _not_ get in our way."

With those final words of advice, Jackson spun on his heel and stormed down the corridor. He raised his voice, joining in the exhilarated cries of his two male teammates. His chest was light, and Jackson, somehow, just _knew_ that the match would go their way. Rampancy would have an easy win against Team Siren.

Well, so long as the women heeded his warning, that was.

* * *

><p>Jackson Rothe blinked, quickly attempting to shake away the immediate disorientation that accompanied each spawning. His heart rate began to rise, pounding against his ribs in anticipation for the match.<p>

Jackson had only five seconds to familiarize himself with the field, and he quickly took advantage of it. A long, metal field stretched before him, caged in by matching walls. His gaze flickered upwards.

_Beep._

Crowds filled the stands, eager and attentive to the start of the first match of the pre-season. Cameras hovered as low over the field as regulations permitted, their beady lens zeroing in on Rampancy, and its opponent.

_Beep._

The Sirens were frozen, their armour locked - just as Jackson's own suit had entrapped him, the blue metal cold against his skin. Uncertainty flickered momentarily in his mind as he stared at the line of women, each one glaringly obvious in their bright red armour. He brushed it aside almost immediately - sure, they had seemed a surprisingly tough team when he and Will had spied on them, but now? Jackson wasn't afraid.

_Beep._

The Sirens were an all-women team. Worse than that, they were an all-women team of previous amateurs. At the most, they'd only had a few weeks to prepare for the professional league - the same amount of time they'd had to train Kiara, Ellen, and Arika. And, though even Jackson could admit that they were mildly competent, the girls simply weren't in the same league - metaphorically - as the more seasoned and experienced men.

Jackson's lip curled as he stared down at the Sirens. Hell, he was pretty sure that he, Will, and Alex alone could take them on and win. All the girls had to do was exactly what he had told them - to stay _out_ of the men's way.

_Beep._

Jackson turned his head to the right - as much as he could, with his helmet unrelentingly frozen - and gazed down the line. He was on the very edge of the team, with Ellen, then Alex, and finally Arika to his right side. "Remember the plan!" Jackson yelled, hoping that their helmet radios had been turned on already.

He didn't get a chance to find out.

_Beep!_

Jackson exploded into movement. His gravity hammer was firm in his grip; he held it low, eyes narrowed. His legs pounded a furious beat across the Grifball field.

But luck was not on their side. Jackson felt, rather than saw, the two explosions that rocked the stadium - Alex rocketed past the team captain just as he saw Siren's Runner be launched across the field. "Go, Alex!" he roared, focusing on the woman whom had copied him at the start of the match; sprinting forward as her teammates launched the Runner. Her gravity hammer waved threateningly - an obvious challenge.

Jackson grinned.

He lifted the hammer into its offensive position, his muscles easily taking the weight: straight up against his right shoulder, with the head just above his own helmet. His T-shaped visor steadied, focusing entirely on the Tank that awaited him.

They sprinted towards each other, mirror images of menace, until Jackson leapt, bending his legs and forcing himself into the sky. Triumph was sweet on his tongue as he brought the gravity hammer down during the peak of his jump, towards the Siren Tank. But she didn't stop, disappearing beneath him.

_What the fu-_ Jackson's lips peeled back in a snarl as he landed heavily, turning immediately, just _knowing_ that the Tank was behind him and determined to smash her helmet in-

He spun just fast enough to catch her gravity hammer in his chest.

Jackson crashed into the floor; the friction of the stadium against his cold blue armour throwing up sparks. He coughed, tasting blood as his chest caved in on itself. The Tank glanced at him, a wide grin just visible through her visor, before he disappeared.

One split-second of exquisite agony, as his every atom was transported, and Jackson had respawned at Rampancy's end of the field. Coach Anderson had warned them about the advancements in technology; that now they would immediately be respawned, instead of having to wait until the next score. Jackson had expected it, been prepared for it - but even he was momentarily thrown by the way the earth had seemed to shift under him, one moment pressing into his back and the next, firm under his feet.

Jackson pitched forward, stumbling slightly as his balance wavered. His body was still slightly confused from the abrupt shift in gravity. He shook his head, finally focusing enough to look at the rest of the field.

The sight that met his eyes was as horrifying as it could have possibly been. Jackson had had enough faith in Alex to assume he'd grab the bomb and successfully beat off the other team's Runner - but now, he saw that he'd been mistaken. A Defender had cornered Alex, keeping him caged while the Sirens' Hybrid, Tank, and Runner raced toward the goals. Arika and Ellen were rushing to meet the offenders.

God_damn_it! Jackson raced to meet the Sirens head-on, barking commands into his radio. "Alex! For God's sake, get your head in the game!" An indignant grunt was his only response. "Ellen, you take down that _fucking_ Runner! They'll try and split from the herd while the other two fight. Arika, with me!"

No one answered, but the sound of their breathing in his ear was enough for Jackson. They'd heard him. Now he just hoped they'd obey him.

Jackson's words seemed to jolt Ellen into action. Her energy sword flashed as she lunged, but a Siren moved at the same time, and they clashed in a shower of plasma.

Then, just as Jackson had predicted, the Siren Runner fell back. The Tank and Hybrid closed ranks, forming an impenetrable wall. In a move that the Runner had probably hoped to be discrete, she slipped out of their peripheral vision, and headed towards the goals, though her bright armour made it anything but. Ellen hesitated, allowing the Runner to slip by her.

"_WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?"_ Jackson roared, anger tinting the edges of his vision a dark crimson. "_ELLEN, GO!_"

The Rampancy Defender disappeared in a flash of blue, chasing after the Runner's orange back. Loud screams and cheers threw Jackson's concentration for a moment, as he and Arika faced the Siren Tank and Hybrid head-on. Every goddamn feminist in the crowd was going wild, bold in the face of Siren's impending score.

For a moment, they stood at an impasse, before the Siren Hybrid made the first move. Jackson leapt backward as the gravity hammer struck the floor, and Arika slammed her weapon down before the Hybrid could recover. She disappeared with a strangled cry.

To stay out of Arika's splash zone, Jackson had had to jump quickly to the side, which put him toe-to-toe with the Siren Tank - the same one he had been beaten down by earlier. Up close, he saw that the woman was formidable - hell, she was almost as tall as he was, and probably packed near the same amount of muscle. Her bulky armour flashed under the fluorescent lights.

His lips pulled back in an animalistic snarl. Jackson's shoulder burned as he swung the gravity hammer low, aiming to sweep the Tank's legs right out from under her. His mind was utterly focused on the fight, until his radio crackled. Ellen's voice was desperate.

_"I can't-"_

The stadium shuddered. All thoughts of the Tank fled from Jackson's mind as he whirled. Fire licked at the metal walls as two silhouettes - one blue, one red - watched the explosion.

_Fuck!_ The Sirens had scored the first point of the match. Anger blazed through his body, even as Jackson's armour locked tightly around his limbs. A moment later, and the world dissolved around the Rampancy captain.

_Beep._

Five seconds until the next round. Jackson inhaled deeply, forcing himself to shove his emotions to the back of his mind. He needed to make rational decisions, without his anger to influence them.

Still, Rampancy had just been utterly smashed, and Jackson wasn't about to forget it.

"What the _fuck_ was that?!" he shouted, knowing the radio would deliver his tirade straight to his teammates. "That was disgraceful!"

"We get it, Jackson," Alex interrupted. The Runner had probably been hoping to shut him up, but Jackson wouldn't be put down that easily.

"No! No, you don't! God_damn_it, but Siren just kicked our ass!" Jackson glared down the line; hoping eye contact would reinforce his words. "Alex - what the hell, man! How in God's name did you not get the bomb?!"

"I-"

But Jackson bulldozed right over his friend. "And Ellen, for God's sake, that was pathetic. Get your shit together! Arika-" Jackson paused. She hadn't actually done anything wrong, that he'd seen.

"Yeah, Jackson?" And from her tone, she knew it too.

Jackson's teeth ground together. "Just stay out of my way," he growled eventually.

"Look, dude, it's only one score! We'll do better," Alex insisted. "Same plan, right?"

"Fine." Jackson's reply was curt.

The buzzer went off, and Jackson leapt forward. This time, he didn't immediately reach for a weapon. Instead, the Rampancy Hybrid poured all of his energy into racing towards the bomb. Jackson had his own plan – one that was sure to even the score.

One of the Sirens had guessed his plan, and started to run towards the bomb as well, while their team tried to launch the Runner. But the Siren had wasted time by reaching for their grav hammer, and had no chance of catching up. Jackson laughed, a little breathlessly.

Then, the bomb was in his arms. He felt like oil had been dumped over his head, sliding in slick streams down his armour. Jackson couldn't see it, but knew his armour would be turning a bright, characteristic orange.

Alex whooped in his ear, and the team captain grinned. Maybe, the tables had turned. "Al, get your ass down here," he ordered. "And go long!"

The Rampancy Runner laughed, guessing his plan, and Jackson turned his attention to the Sirens racing towards him.

The Runner had broken free of her teammates, and was the closest to his position. Jackson's gaze narrowed, but he stood his ground. He remembered his final, parting words to the girls before the match, and felt a flash of irritation. It was starting to look like he'd need them more than he'd originally thought. "Arika, I'm going to need back-up once Alex has the ball. Get here now!"

She grunted in response, and Jackson grimaced. The Runner was getting closer, which demanded his full attention. A flash of blue flickered in his peripheral vision - Alex, doing exactly as he'd been told.

_Good._

Jackson started to back away, as though his courage had abruptly fled. The Sirens followed boldly, unaware that they were moving exactly as Jackson had wanted them to.

When he deemed them close enough, Jackson pivoted on his heel and ran. A couple of assholes in the crowd started to boo, even as the feminists backing Team Siren - thinking they'd scared the Rampancy captain into retreating - began to cheer.

Jackson raced past Arika, muttering one last order as they passed - "Don't kill them". He glanced over his shoulder, and began to turn.

As he'd expected, the Sirens had grouped together in their chase - leaving a clear pathway down the field.

Jackson sprinted down it now, getting as close as he could to Alex before the Sirens could catch up. Alex was running backwards, waving his hands. "Throw it, Jacky!" he cried, his voice high in excitement.

So Jackson did. The bomb whistled through the air, curving a low path. Alex's hands stretched for it, and brought the bomb to his chest, where he cradled it roughly, cackling in glee.

Jackson spun, reaching over his shoulder for the handle of his gravity hammer. Arika couldn't hold back the Sirens forever, and she'd need his help. When he looked, she was - unsurprisingly - struggling.

The Siren Tank smashed her gravity hammer towards Arika, but the latter leapt out of harm's way. She had been hovering in front of them, not making a move to attack them yet blocking them all the same. Jackson was rushing to help block the Sirens when _it_ happened.

Arika was proving somewhat competent at barring their way, but it was three against one. In her desperation, the Rampancy Tank was bound to make a mistake.

And she did.

Arika swept her gravity hammer in a low circle, utilizing the muscles in her arms to keep the Siren's Tank and Hybrid at bay. Sensing a weakness, the Runner jumped forward. Arika twisted, desperate to fend off her opponent. The head of her hammer slipped, and slammed into the Runner's unguarded stomach.

"No!" Arika cried, pulling the gravity hammer back. But it was too late, and the Runner disappeared.

"Fuck! Alex, watch out for that Runner!" Jackson shouted.

Suddenly, Ellen yelled across their helmet radios. "Arika, that Tank is-"

An energy sword slashed across the Rampancy Tank's back, slicing her open from shoulder blade to hip. Jackson heard a pained gasp in his ear, and then she disappeared. He growled, a wordless expression of his anger, and ran to take her place.

"Oi, Jacky, what'd you say? I didn't catch it- oh, crap," Alex swore, suddenly going unusually quiet.

Jackson whirled, forgetting the Tank and Hybrid, and started sprinting towards his friend. Alex and the Siren Runner were caught up in an intense standoff, neither wanting to take the first move. He didn't care if the two Siren women caught up to him - he just _needed_ Alex to score that fucking goal!

However, Lady Luck had some kind of personal score to settle with Jackson, because the Siren Runner stepped forward, and in a smooth move that Jackson himself had done on many occasions, ducked beneath Alex's sword, and twisted around him to stab him in the back. Alex's grunt of pain reached the team captain's ear, just as the Siren reached down and plucked the bomb from the ground, her armour turning a bright, obvious orange.

Jackson had slowed in horror as Alex had been killed, but now he began to pick up his speed. Anger was building in his chest, and collected in a pulsing headache. For God's sake, couldn't he trust _anyone_just to do their _fucking_ job?

Jackson swapped his grav hammer for his energy sword, letting the plasma flash to life in a deadly extension of his hand. It flickered by his side as he ran. The sword would prove a more efficient weapon against the Runner, he knew.

But so great was his concentration, his utter focus on running that damn Siren through, Jackson didn't feel another presence behind him until it was too late. He began to turn, his sword already curving in a wicked, deadly arc - but the Siren Hybrid had already struck.

It was commonly known that Professional Grifball players _need_ to have high pain thresholds. It's a simple necessity, or else they'd be blacking out from the agony of every death and respawn. The Rampancy captain could take broken bones and searing plasma in his stride. Hell, even a heart attack wouldn't faze him anymore.

But, despite that, Jackson absolutely hated death by energy sword. Every millimeter of the burning plasma could be felt as it ripped through his flesh. He'd take a grav hammer to the face over an energy sword to the chest any day.

Unfortunately, today was not his day.

Jackson gasped as the sword sliced through his ribs, burning and cutting through his lungs. He coughed, and blood splattered the inside of his helmet, smearing his vision.

_Oh God, the pain. Jackson couldn't breathe-he couldn't see-his chest was on fire-oh God make it stop-make it stop-he couldn't feel his legs-_

Then, abruptly, he was at the other end of the field. His helmet was clean, no flecks of blood smearing his vision. He didn't allow himself even a moment to adjust - Jackson surged forward. Horror and fury mingled in his mind until he could hardly breathe past the white-hot rage blocking his throat. The field flashed before him: Arika and Alex were cornered by the Siren Tank and Defender, while Ellen was struggling to hold back the Hybrid and Runner.

He came up behind them, and stabbed his sword through the Hybrid's spine. She gave a satisfying cry, and he laughed cruelly before throwing her body to the side, where it would disappear. Ellen cried out, diving to the side to avoid being hit by the female Hybrid.

The next few seconds passed in a frenzied blur. The Runner leapt over her fallen teammate. Jackson lurched forward, his sword whistling through empty space. Ellen quickly tried to regain her balance, but it was too late.

An explosion once again rocked the stadium, and Jackson was once again left speechless by his anger. The crowds were screaming, and the noise was grating against his nerves. His armour locked up, and a moment later the team captain was again left waiting for the next round. Rampancy was silent, waiting for its captain to speak.

"Jacky?" Alex began tentatively. But the Hybrid stayed silent for another long moment, a war raging in his mind.

One thought stood out from all the others: Rampancy was losing to the Sirens, and his family would be watching. His father would be watching. Will would be watching. _His father and Will were watching, and Rampancy was losing to a team of _fucking_ women._

Jackson felt like he'd just taken a grav hammer to his lungs.

"New plan," he began, forcing the words past the blockage in his throat. "No launch."

"What?" Ellen asked, disbelieving.

"You heard me." Jackson flexed his hands inside his stiff gloves. "We'll run for it." Rampancy was silent, and so Jackson glanced down the line. The line-up had changed, with him and Alex in the center, and Ellen and Arika on the outside. He adjusted his plan accordingly. "Al and I will be in front, with you two just behind us. Pick a player and keep them busy, okay? Alex and I will score."

"Are you sure?" Arika questioned. "We've never done that before."

"I'm sure," Jackson growled. "Just do it."

This time, when the buzzer went off, the team moved forward as one. Jackson knew that his plan depended on speed - it had to be lightning fast or the Sirens would catch on.

They sprinted down the field in formation, just as Jackson had demanded. The Siren Hybrid was racing to fend them off from the ball as her teammates launched the Runner - a moment later and she was there, her armour turning the characteristic orange as she picked up the bomb.

However, Jackson was depending on one key element: the Runner's separation from the rest of her team. It was one of the few weaknesses of the classic Spawn Bonk Launch, and very easily exploited.

"Spread out!" Jackson yelled. Instantly, Ellen and Arika separated from the captain and his second. Now, Rampancy was spreading further across the arena. Siren would be hard-pressed to slip past them.

The Siren Hybrid rushed towards them. Jackson opened his mouth, ready to deliver instructions, but Arika was already ahead of him. She wielded her grav hammer like a quarterstaff, careful to trap the woman instead of killing her, so that she couldn't respawn and make trouble for them later. The Hybrid stumbled, and Arika was quick to press her advantage, shoving her roughly into the wall.

Now, the Siren Runner was Rampancy's next obstacle. She hesitated, suddenly uncertain as she eyed the formidable force about to run her down.

Ellen started to speed up, moving to be equal with the two men. The Siren, faced with no other option, started to run to Jackson's left, as though hoping to get past the three Rampancy players.

But Ellen was waiting, and she was eager to prove herself. Lulled into a false sense of security by their two-point lead, the Siren Runner was overconfident. Ellen easily took her down.

Ellen stood protectively over the bomb, and Alex started to veer to the left, in order to pick it up.

But Jackson had other ideas. He hit his friend lightly with the butt of his hammer. "No," he growled. "I'll get it."

Alex raised his eyebrows, but fell back. Jackson knew his reaction was probably the same as many others in the crowd. After all, Alex _was_ the Runner. He was the Hybrid - which was more of a supporting role to both the Tank and Runner.

Not this time. Now, Jackson was taking Rampancy's fate into his own hands.

He reached down, swiftly scooping the bomb into his own hands. His armour shuddered, and his shields sparked, as Jackson turned orange. Alex hesitated only a moment before running at his side. "I hope you know what you're doing," the Runner muttered, his voice low.

"I do," Jackson snapped back.

The three Rampancy players moved forward, in an even line. The Siren Defender made straight for Jackson; Ellen shoved past him, wielding her hammer as Arika had done.

Alex and Jackson left her behind. Now only the Tank and Runner remained in their way. The men exchanged looks, and then bulldozed onwards.

The Sirens had, at some level, realized their plan. They ran straight towards their opponents, and the gap was closing fast.

"Jacky, give it to me! You can take them - I can't!" Alex yelled, excited in the face of his plan. It was no secret that Al's strengths lay with his sword and his fast legs - the worst weapons to use when outnumbered.

"No," Jackson growled.

"Jackson, don't be an ass! I can _do_ this!"

"No!" the captain yelled. His friend's pleading only angered him. God, couldn't he see that Jackson _had_ to do this? He'd trusted Alex before to score, and the Runner had failed.

Rampancy was down by two points, and the only person Jackson trusted to do the job right was himself.

"Jackson!" Alex's voice held the barest traces of true anger - which was almost unheard of in his friend. "Just trust me!"

For _God's sake_, Jackson didn't have time for this!

His voice was rough, and sharp with anger. "Alex, shut the _fuck_ up!"

The Sirens were almost upon them. They were coming towards his right, where Alex was waiting with his hands ready - still expecting Jackson to pass him the bomb.

"I-"

"_OH FOR GOD'S SAKE_!" Jackson made a split-second decision. Alex was clearly unable to fend off the two Siren players. And Jackson, quite simply, could _not_ pass the bomb.

Jackson spun slightly, and half-ducked. The Rampancy Hybrid slammed his shoulder into his friend's unprotected middle with all the force of a battering ram. The Runner let out a light "oof!" as he was sent flying through the air.

Alex crashed straight into the two Sirens, and all three fell to the floor.

Jackson sprinted past, not even sparing a glance for his friend. The goals were just ahead - he dived, hands outstretched. His breath caught as he placed the bomb, and the Rampancy Hybrid quickly shoved himself away from the scoring plate.

The floor beneath his feet shuddered, and Jackson was rewarded with a fiery explosion. He laughed, the sound only slightly breathless. Finally! Rampancy - and most prominently, Jackson - had truly turned the tables.

The crowd's resultant cheer was a little less... enthusiastic... than he'd expected it to be. Mortified whispers tickled at the very edge of his hearing, and Jackson scowled, his previous good mood fading.

He spun on his heel, striding back down the field. Alarm bells started to ring in his mind as he registered that his armour hadn't locked up yet.

Usually, that was only done for one of two reasons: either the point he'd scored had, for whatever reason, been discounted, or because a player was injured.

_Oh._

Jackson rushed to his friend's side. Alex was sitting on the arena floor, one leg drawn up to his chest. The other was stretched out on the ground. He tried to move it, and winced.

Jackson fell to his knees, grabbing the Runner's shoulder. "Are you alright?" he asked, anxious. He and Al might have been having their differences lately, but he was still Jackson's closest friend. "What happened?"

"'What happened?' _'What happened?'_" Alex was furious. "What happened is that you shoved me into those two, you asshole!" He hooked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing out the Runner and Tank, whom watched on.

Jackson lifted his gaze. "What the hell are you looking at?" he shouted. "This is your fault! Fuck off!"

"_'Their fault'?"_ Alex spluttered.

His tirade was interrupted by the arrival of a pair of medics. They kneeled beside the fallen Runner, quickly assessing his leg.

Ellen and Arika soon also arrived, their metal boots slapping against the floor. "What happened?" Ellen asked, concern creasing her brow.

"Weren't you watching?" Jackson replied, gruff.

"No, actually," Arika answered, her eyes narrowed. The words dripped with scorn. "We were a little busy."

"Right. Alex is just a little banged up. He'll be fine."

Alex huffed.

Jackson tuned out the rest of the conversation, instead choosing to listen in on the medic's quiet assessment. But the captain couldn't make much sense of the frenzied muttering, and so he shoved one's shoulder. The medic stumbled, and Jackson realized he'd done it a lot harder than he'd intended.

"What's wrong with him?" Jackson demanded. "How bad is it?"

The medic looked at him reproachfully, and the Hybrid clenched his jaw. However, the majority of stadium personnel were well accustomed to Jackson's violent mistreatment of them, and he just gave a weary sigh before answering. "We think that he sprained his ankle."

Alex glared at his friend. "You _sprained_ my _ankle_," he choked out.

Jackson was more confused than apologetic. "What? How?"

The Rampancy Runner gave a short, clipped description of how his ankle had twisted in his suit when Jackson had near-thrown him across the room. He'd gone down with the two Sirens in a tangled mess of flailing limbs, further wrenching his sprained limb.

Jackson was silent for a long moment after his friend had finished. Alex watched him, his green eyes unreadable.

Eventually, the captain looked up. "Alright," he said slowly. "You can't stay on the field. We're gonna have to sub you out."

The Rampancy Runner opened his mouth to argue, but seemed to think it through. Alex exhaled slowly, and then nodded. "Fine," he said, through gritted teeth.

Jackson held his gaze for a moment longer, and then lifted his head. He quickly instructed Arika to signal for the Coach, and that they needed a sub.

It was impossible for team coaches to watch from the actual sidelines of a Grifball match. Instead, they watched from a room above the stadium, with large one-way windows. Headsets were available, if they wanted to listen in on the teams' conversation as they played, though they could not communicate themselves. Another player had once told him that large televisions in the room streamed live feed from some of the cameras, too.

But Jackson had no idea if any of it was true. He only knew what he'd been told, never having been inside that room himself.

"What's going on here?"

_Finally_. The gruff voice of Rampancy's very own Ryan Anderson cracked through the air. Jackson sighed in relief and got to his feet, offering a hand to Alex. The Runner smacked it aside, instead choosing to let Ellen and Arika help him to his feet - or, rather, foot. He held his ankle above the ground, hopping awkwardly.

Jackson ground his teeth together, barely restraining himself from rolling his eyes.

"My ankle is sprained. I'm out," Alex informed the Coach.

"Damn," he commented, raising an eyebrow. Despite the game-changing news, he was the very picture of calm. Coach turned to the young man by his side. "Guess you're in, Will."

Will grinned, his hazel eyes sparkling in excitement. Jackson snickered, and ruffled the Runner's messy brown hair. "Get your damn helmet on," he told him.

Jackson turned to watch as the medics exited the field. Alex looped an arm around Coach's shoulders, whom caught Jackson's gaze. The old man stared at him, eyes cold and hard.

Jackson was shocked at the fury burning in Coach's eyes. It was completely out of the blue. What had he done?

"Be careful, Jackson," Coach growled. His words were layered with meaning, and infused with warning. "We don't want any more injuries."

Still confused, the Rampancy Hybrid watched the pair walk limp away. The barest trickles of shame were sliding through his chest as he realized just how injured Alex, his closest friend, was. And all because of him.

Then Jackson banished the thoughts. _No._ He'd done nothing wrong. Jackson had acted in the best interests of the team. Shoving Alex had worked, hadn't it? Rampancy had scored.

He had done absolutely _nothing_ wrong.


	15. Chapter 14: The Cost of Winning

**(A/N) So guys, it's time to begin our new update schedule for Grifball: Running Rampant! So from this day on, we're going to be updating twice a week, on both Tuesdays and Fridays! This chapter is going up a little earlier than usual as my internet is dow nat home and I'm forced to update from college, but I'd guess that you guys aren't complaining! This update brings you the second have half of the freindly match, as Lili's original version was just so long that I thought it would be wiser to break it up, and so I have. Hope you all enjoy the conclusion as much as you enjoyed the first half, but who am I kidding? Of course you will!**

**Also, unfortunately, it appears that ParabolaOfMystery will no longer be writing for us, at least for the moment, so I'm forced to announce that we'll be recasting the postion as the writer of Agent Carolina in our fic, Phase One: Genesis, and its sequels. For those interested and looking for more information, PM me and I'll get back to you as soon as I can!**

**Enjoy! :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fourteen – The Cost of Winning<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p>"<em>With too much pride a man cannot learn a thing. In and of itself, learning teaches you how foolish you are."<em> ― Criss Jami

* * *

><p>Despite Will's boundless energy and the efforts of Rampancy, the next score was placed by Team Siren, putting the score at 3-1.<p>

Jackson didn't have to be a mathematician - which he most certainly was not - to know that Rampancy's chances of beating the Sirens and winning the match were becoming slimmer and slimmer. He was, understandably, irritated by the failure of his team. The Sirens, in comparison, were ecstatic.

But when Rampancy scored the next goal, their opponents sobered. Will smacked Jackson's hand in a celebratory high-five before their armour locked, shooting smug glances towards the other team.

Rampancy's mood lifted further when Will slid easily past all of Siren's defences, and sent the stadium rocking as he landed yet another score. It was then tied at 3-3.

However, their luck soon ran out. They were attempting to launch Will, whom had the bomb tucked beneath his arm, across the field. The Runner leapt just a little too late, and the shock waves from Jackson's and Arika's grav hammers caught him in mid-air. His body crumpled, and Will grunted at the sudden pain before disappearing.

Jackson swore, and leapt forward to retrieve the bomb from where it had fallen. Arika moved to his side, ready to defend him as they moved to the bomb plate.

The Siren Tank bulldozed towards them, her gravity hammer at the ready. Arika prepared to strike, but too late. She and Jackson were sent flying, landing painfully before they were respawned.

Team Siren pressed their advantage, and they placed the bomb within seconds.

"Fuck!" Jackson snarled.

"It's alright, Jackson," Will told him. "It's only one score."

The Hybrid shook his head adamantly. "They could win," he snapped. "They're one point away. A team of _fucking women_, and they could beat us!"

It was probably fortunate for them that the two women on his team chose not to dignify his remark with a response. Instead, he could feel their cold anger seeping across the radio link. But Jackson Rothe didn't give a damn.

_Careful, Jackson_, his conscience reminded him. _Will is watching. He's waiting. He _needs _you to do this._

Jackson exhaled, his eyes tightly shut. His heart was pounding in his chest. _Do it for Will_, it whispered, with the echoes of a lifetime of memories swimming before his mind's eye.

_Do _not_ fail him. Not again._

"It's okay, Will," Jackson muttered, his resolve strengthening. Rampancy could do this. They could pull their shit together and win. Right? "I won't let you down," he growled.

There was a long moment of silence, where confusion instead of conversation spanned their radio link. Eventually, the Rampancy Runner coughed. "What?" he asked.

Dim surprise registered in Jackson's mind, before he put the pieces together. _Oh_. Will and Will - one name, two very different people. Jackson swallowed an uncharacteristically bitter laugh. "Never mind," he told his friend. "I wasn't talking to you."

To Team Siren's disappointment, it was none other than Will Weissman whom landed the next score. Rampancy and Siren were now neck-in-neck, at four points each.

This was it: the final round – the one that would decide it all. Either Team Siren would score – and Jackson would live in a state of humiliation for the rest of his life – or Rampancy would sweep them off the board, and Jackson would still be able to look his family in the eye.

Jackson clenched his jaw at the thought, and swung out with his grav hammer. The Siren Hybrid gave a small cry, catching the hammer in her lower stomach, before crumpling in on herself and disappearing. The team captain leapt forward, and scanned the field for his next opponent.

He'd lost track of everyone, if he were totally honest. The final round was, as always, hectic and chaotic. Will had had the ball, only to be brutally killed by the defending Tank. Team Siren now had the bomb, and was making a run for it, with the Tank, Runner, and Hybrid rushing down the field.

"Ellen! Arika!" Jackson barked, eyeing the force about to - no, try to – run him down. "With me!"

They materialized at his side within seconds, breathing faster than normal. Jackson knew that the adrenaline would be racing through their veins like fire, just as it was in his. He glanced at his right, towards Arika, whom met his gaze with a small nod. They were ready.

The two sides crashed together with a boom, like thunder. The clash was bloody and brutal, and Arika managed to crush the Siren Hybrid with her gravity hammer, just before Ellen sliced open the Tank. Jackson moved to take down the Runner, before the problem was – quite literally – taken out of his hands.

Arika spun, lifting her gravity hammer and twirling in a low circle, before crashing the head into the Runner's ribs. She was thrown backwards, skidding along the arena floor as the bomb flew free of her grip, before disappearing.

Jackson bit back an angry, '_Don't steal my fucking kills, Arika!'_ and scooped the bomb into his hands. His shields sputtered and snapped, before humming back to life with much more power. He smirked.

Without needing to be told, the trio sprinted forward. Jackson was just about to call out for the other man to hurry up, just as Will caught up to them. "I'm here!" he said, breathless with excitement.

Jackson wordlessly handed him the bomb, and groped for the handle of his grav hammer. Will hadn't let him down so far, and the captain desperately hoped that continuing to trust him wouldn't end badly.

The entire team was breathing harshly in his ears as they ran, and a tiny part of Jackson's mind wondered how long the match was lasting. One hour? Two? Adrenaline may have been fuelling them now, but the Hybrid knew that they'd all start feeling the exhaustion soon. Hell, he was surprised that Ellen and Arika were still standing.

All four Sirens were preparing to block their way. The sight was hardly intimidating to him, but he prepared himself for a bloody and dirty fight. The gap was closing between them, and the team quickly picked decided on a plan. It was basic, and simple, but it would have to do.

The four Rampancy players lunged towards the opposing Sirens. At the last moment, Jackson and Will hesitated, allowing Ellen and Arika to close ranks. They wouldn't last long, but hopefully, long enough for them to win.

Will darted past the distracted Tank, with Jackson hot on his heels. The Hybrid would protect the Runner until he scored. Or at least, that was the plan.

As they moved past, Ellen and Arika clumsily followed, switching their positions with the Siren players so that they stood in their way. But it was not, by any means, a sound strategy, and the Siren Tank soon proved its weaknesses.

With a roar like a bull, she shoved Ellen aside and sprinted towards the two Rampancy males. The Siren Runner also ducked through the momentary gap, before Ellen regained her footing.

_Oh, shit._ Jackson's eyes widened slightly at the sight. Their plan – which had been all too flimsy to begin with – was currently crashing around his ears. "Run, Will!" he yelled, and spun on his heel. His gravity hammer was in his grip a moment later, and Jackson took a deep breath.

The two Sirens split apart, one racing up each side of the field. Jackson called a warning into his helmet, for Will's benefit, before his gaze fell on what was obviously the bigger threat. The Siren Tank.

The Tank swung, hitting the stadium floor so hard that the metal actually _rippled_. _Jesus Christ._ It was unnatural, for a girl to be that strong. Jackson leapt back, never taking his eyes off of his opponent. She dragged the hammer upright, and struck again.

But, once more, Jackson leapt out of the way, his heart pounding. He absolutely hated this – it was torturous. After the rapid action before, this game of chicken was killing him. He couldn't lash out at her, for fear of actually landing a hit and killing her, in which case she'd probably respawn and kill Will, ruining their chances at winning the match. But the Tank had no such reservations.

Slowly, she began to force him back. Panicked, he realized she was also forcing him to turn slightly – soon, they'd swap positions and she'd be free to run after Will. Jackson feinted twice, but the Siren paid his moves no attention. He was powerless, and they both knew it.

"You want the bomb?" Will yelled suddenly, his voice breathless in his ear. The Runner came into view over his opponent's left shoulder, and Jackson was struck through with panic. Any moment, she could turn and run – with no guarantee that the captain could catch her.

"You want this?" Will yelled again, shaking the sphere in his hands. _What the fuck was he doing? _The Runner's sword flickered, and he jumped backwards, out of reach. "Then take it!"

In what was either the most brilliant, or most fucking stupid move Jackson had ever witnessed, Will Weissman tossed the bomb into his opponent's hands. Her sword fell as she clutched at it out of reflex, and her shields began to spark, overcharging automatically. Her armour rippled, the red turning a bright orange.

Will's blade flashed into existence from the palm of his hand, and the Runner stepped forward. A heartbeat later, and the sword plunged into the Siren Runner's chest. Plasma burst through her back, and Will let go of his sword without pulling it free. The Siren Runner collapsed.

Will jerked into motion, snatching the bomb and running as though the hounds of Hell were chasing him. Jackson watched, transfixed, and completely forgetting the Tank before him.

Luckily, she had forgotten him too. She spun on her heel, and chased after the Rampancy Runner. But too damn late.

The biggest, most violent explosion yet rocked the stadium, silhouetting Will as he dove away from the scoring plate. Fire licked at the metal walls, racing along the floor in one huge burst before the flames disappeared. Black smoke hung in thick tendrils, and slowly floated towards the ceiling.

Was that the crowd, or his own blood, roaring in his ears? Jackson didn't know. Didn't care, either. But he loosed his own cheer, dropping his weapons and striding purposefully across the arena to envelop Will in a tight, bone-crushing bear hug. "It's about bloody time," he laughed.

"Ow," Will mumbled against his arm, but Jackson didn't care. They'd done it. They'd _fucking done it_. Bliss and an adrenaline high had caused some kind of pressure in his chest, a kind that could only be eased by a wild cry of exhilaration, which he did.

Arika and Ellen arrived a second later, and he stepped back so they could embrace Will, as well. Despite the heavy armour, his body was suddenly weightless. Jackson couldn't have kept the grin away from his lips even if he'd tried.

They'd done it.

Rampancy had won.

Long after the final cheer had quieted, Jackson wasted time in the men's locker room. Alex and Will had left over twenty minutes earlier, hollering their victory as the two journeyed to see if they could persuade the three Rampancy females - and probably all of Team Siren too, if they could manage it - to go out with them for a celebratory drink.

Usually, Jackson would be right by their side - hell, he'd probably be half drunk by now, too. But something in the way Alex avoided his gaze made Jackson doubt that he was welcome. The Runner's ankle had turned out to be only badly bruised, instead of sprained as they had first thought. But Alex's anger still remained, and Jackson didn't want to deal with his temper tantrums.

_Whatever._ Jackson brushed them off mentally, despite the sick feeling in his stomach. He didn't need them. Didn't want them, either.

"Jackson."

His name came quietly from the doorway. Jackson tensed, before letting out a grunt. He turned away from his open locker door, moving slightly to sink down on a bench as he gave a lazy, two-fingered salute. "Coach," he replied evenly.

Coach Ryan Anderson was leaning against the doorframe, his arms crossed in front of his chest. Greying hair hid beneath a worn blue cap, '_Rampancy_' written across it in thick white thread. His green eyes were in shadow, but then Coach reached up to pull his hat away. His expression beneath was stern.

"What in hell was that, Rothe?" he asked, rough and obviously pissed off.

Jackson raised an eyebrow, resting an elbow on his knee. His helmet was still dangling from his fingers, as he'd been re-stacking his armour for the umpteenth time – just wasting time, knowing that Ryan Anderson would find him eventually – when Coach had arrived. Coach Anderson's words had thrown him to an abrupt flashback to their conversation after their first training session with the girls. Coach had been pissed at him then, too. And Jackson still didn't think he'd done anything wrong. "What?"

"Don't you '_what_' me, boy." Coach's eyes flashed, a testament to his anger. "I want to know _exactly_ what happened on that field."

Jackson's lip curled, and he made no effort to hide his contempt. "Don't tell me you're getting deaf and dumb in your old age, Coach," he sneered, abruptly angry. Who the fuck was he, to get mad with Jackson? "We just won the fucking game, is what happened. No thanks to those damn girls, either."

Coach's eyebrows rose dangerously high, almost disappearing into his somewhat-receding hairline. "Excuse me?" he asked, his voice low in warning.

Jackson wasn't stupid enough to not know that that was the Coach's way of telling him to back down and take back his words. However, he was angry enough that he didn't care. "You heard me," he snapped, green eyes narrowing. "Those _fucking_ girls nearly cost us the game!" Jackson leapt off the bench, keeping his gaze locked with Coach's icy green eyes. His body was restless and near feverish with the leftover adrenaline from the match. It urged him to violence, singing in his bloodstream. But he couldn't lash out against the Coach - he was the _Coach_. So Jackson settled for chucking his helmet at the floor as he roared, "_Again_!"

"If you're done with your temper tantrum..." Coach's words were dripping with scorn. Jackson flushed under his tangible disapproval, but it only made him angrier. Coach had no _fucking_ right.

"I thought that the girls performed surprisingly well," Coach began, again. His voice less rough this time, as though he'd realized that he would only work Jackson further into unreasonable fury if he continued to yell.

Too _fucking_ late. The rage wrapped around him too easily, with his body and mind on edge after the game against Siren. His blood was burning; the tangible fury just about choked him.

"'Performed surprisingly well'?!" Jackson spluttered. His jaw set. "They made rookie mistake after rookie mistake! That first round - Ellen completely missed the Runner, and I don't even _know_ what Arika was doing!" Coach remained impassive, and so he forced on. "And the second round was even worse! Arika _ruined_ our chances for a score! It was perfect, until _she_ fucked up! Alex could have done it! And then, when Ellen and I cornered the Runner, she _missed her_, again! Then, Alex got fucking injured, if you hadn't noticed. And when we were about to score the fourth goal, Arika let us _both_ be killed. In fact," he added, shoving Coach's chest, "the only reason we won a single, _fucking_ score, was because _I_ did the work for them!"

Jackson's rant had left him slightly short of breath. He inhaled sharply, watching Coach's face for any sign that he understood. But Ryan Anderson's face was closed. His dark green eyes were hard, reminding Jackson of the way they'd flashed with barely restrained anger after Alex had been injured and subbed out.

"Actually, Jackson," Coach began, his voice unusually low, "the only reason that Rampancy won any points at all... is because the team worked together."

"Bullshit. Just because they picked up their act long enough-"

"_'Picked up their act'_? Rothe, believe me when I say that Rampancy's near loss tonight was through no fault of theirs."

Jackson flushed with anger as the full meaning of Coach's words hit. He stepped forward, jabbing a finger into his chest. "Look, _old man_, if you're suggesting that _I_ nearly cost us the game-" Jackson's jaw snapped shut mid-sentence. He didn't need to hear Coach's reply. The look in his eyes was every bit as damning as his confirmation would have been.

Jackson took a step back, fuming as he nearly smacked into the lockers. Coach watched as the captain stabbed his index finger towards his own chest. "I- I did everything! Rampancy _won_ because of _me_."

"Did we, Jackson, really?" Coach lifted his right down, using his fingers to count. "That first round - you _abandoned_ Alex, only to get yourself killed. And then, in the second, when you passed Alex the bomb; _you should have stuck to him like glue!_ Arika didn't need help - in fact, if you'd stayed with Alex, you could have dealt with the Runner while he scored. And Ellen didn't 'miss' the Runner - she dived out of the way of the Hybrid that _you_ threw at her.

"And you couldn't even stop there, could you?" Coach snapped. "Taking the bomb when you are _not_ the one professionally prepared to run with it - and then, further destroying _any_ remaining dignity you _might_ have salvaged, you had to sprain Alex's ankle and take him out of the match, just because he suggested the _only_ reasonable plan!"

Jackson opened his mouth to argue – _Alex's ankle hadn't even been sprained_, he wanted to yell – but Coach was certainly not done. He silenced him with a glare. "So, Rothe, don't you _dare_ try and put this on them. Rampancy had an easy win, before _you_ decided to screw everything up. The only reason we won is because _you_ got _your_ act together long enough to work as a team."

"I-"

"This was all your fault, Jackson. So don't give me grief about those girls - they did _damn_ well. All of those slip-ups and mistakes are on _you_. You've refused to see the value in those girls since day one, and I've accepted that, but I will _not_ stand to see you blame them for your own mistakes, Jackson."

With that final, cutting remark, Coach shook his head in disgust. He shot Jackson one final glance, as though expecting him to agree with him, before turning on his heel and storming out. His shoulders were rigid in pent-up anger.

"You're wrong, you know," Jackson called after him. In contrast to his earlier fury, his attitude now was controlled – almost smug. The Rampancy Hybrid spread his hands. "I_ know_ what you think – that I refuse to see the supposed 'value' in those girls because I'm 'a stubborn traditionalist'."

Slowly, Coach turned around. His eyebrow rose, almost delicately, as he waited for Jackson to finish. The team captain obliged. "But you're _wrong._ I don't '_refuse_' to see the value – I see what's _actually_ there. Alex and Will – they're both so damn _excited_ just because they have something nicer to look at every training," Jackson snapped, scorn dripping from every word. "And _you_! You, Coach; you're just so _fucking_ happy that your sport is making a half-assed effort towards 'equality' that you can't see what I can! You three – you're all blinded. _I'm _the only one seeing things as they really are." Jackson slapped his own chest with the words, his utter conviction burning brightly in his green eyes.

"They're amateurs," he growled, abruptly fierce. "It's how they've always been. It's how they always _will_ be. The potential to be great – the potential to be a professional – it's missing, Coach. What I see in Alex, and in Will – what was there in Anthony, Caleb and Brian – hell, what_ I_ see in the _mirror_; that spark, Coach… they don't have it."

Jackson bent down, quickly scooping up his helmet and shoving it in his locker. He shut the metal door with a snap, and slowly turned to face Coach Anderson once more. The fierce conviction was stronger, and enhanced by a simple, earnest desire for his superior to understand. "I know it, Coach," he finished. Jackson lifted his duffel bag onto his shoulder. The adrenaline was gone, burned out, with the remaining ashes reminding him that what Jackson really needed was a good, long sleep. He raised his gaze to meet that of Ryan Anderson's. "And I'm just waiting for the day where you'll know it, too."

Coach Anderson seemed stunned into silence. Jackson offered him a grimace, and stepped around him, before disappearing into the hallway.


	16. Chapter 15: Aftermath

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry about the late update, but here we go at last! The aftermath of Rampancy's very first game together, and let's just say, it's not all pretty. But then again, was anyone expecting it to be?! Written as always, by the fantastic BrambleStar14, here, without further ado, is our latest chapter in this saga. **

**Enjoy! **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifteen – Aftermath<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p><em>"I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine." <em>_― Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice_

* * *

><p>Alex lay back in his chair, watching the rest of the team celebrate with both a sense of victory, a sense of intense frustration and finally, anger. They had won, they won the match. More importantly, they had overcome expectations placed upon them. How many people had threatened or placed bets or gambled wagers or anything else on the outcome of this match. Alex just wished he could have done more.<p>

No scores. No goddamn scores thanks to the efforts of Jackson. He had tried, he really had, but of course his captain wasn't satisfied and decided that the best idea was to injure one of his players, oh that would always work in his favour, wouldn't it!? Half the time, Alex thought Jackson was just a genius and it was the rest of the world that was stupid, but at moments like these, it couldn't be clearer that Jackson was a complete moron! Right now, Alex was firmly confident with him just being completely idiotic.

He watched absently, still seething with anger, as the rest of the team celebrated. Will was cheering happily while the girls hugged and giggled and generally acted more like girls then Alex had ever seen, except for that one time at the club. They were incredibly happy with their victory, happy that they'd proved that women can play, that they'd overcome Jackson's expectations of them. Ellen was laughing as she jumped around the room like some kind of hyperactive squirrel, while Arika seemed to be squealing the word "YES!" over and over and Kiara chatted excitedly with Will, apparently slightly disappointed at not being able to play, though still happy with the results.

Alex wished he could join them, both in spirit and in actively bouncing around. But he couldn't. Because of Jackson.

Who, quite by coincidence, wasn't here celebrating and was instead likely being torn a new one by Coach next door. Alex didn't envy him.

He groaned slightly as he moved his leg slightly, sending another bolt of pain through it as he hissed slightly. Seriously, what the hell was Jackson thinking when he barged into him like that.

"Alright, Alex?" Will had walked over, Kiara following as they both grinned. Alex managed a smile.

"Yeah, fine. We won, didn't we? Nice plays there Will. That move with throwing the bomb and then stabbing her was awesome!" He tried to inject some enthusiasm into his voice to hide the bitterness underneath. Will, sensing this, looked slightly sheepish.

"Look Alex, I'm sorry about Jack-" Alex couldn't let him finish.

"It's fine, Will. Looks like you're the runner for the next three weeks. Make the most of it before I get back and kick your ass." Will laughed and Kiara managing a weak chuckle, apparently still wary of Alex, not quite sure of how to approach him.

Will grinned widely. "Never know, Coach might make me Runner permanently. Jackson's likely getting replaced right now. You know, considering he's in there with Coach and all."

Kiara grimaced. "He's really getting chewed out. Deserves it though, considering what he did." She shot a glance at Alex.

"He won the match. He'll be feeling entirely justified in his actions. That's just how he works, unfortunately for everyone else. He thinks that if you win, you've done what's right, despite what you've done to do it." He gestured to his leg. "Still unsure what he was intending to do with that move, despite injuring one of his own."

"Did you see him blame those Sirens?" Ellen asked, walking over, having caught the conversation. "He blamed them for your leg!" She seemed put out by this. "Does he live in the real world, or is he actually just plain crazy?"

Alex shrugged. The anger was still rooted firmly inside of him. Talking about Jackson was making it worse. A lot worse. At least the thought of Jackson having his ass handed to him by Coach was cheering him put.

Slightly.

Putting Rothe firmly from his mind, he looked up. "So, what are you lot doing later? After the battle of the ages?" They laughed a little, a stronger sense of camaraderie then before, now they had finished their first match, even if it was just a friendly.

"We're probably hitting a club later. You wanna come? I promise to keep you under control this time, after the last time you got drunk." Will teased.

Alex turned red and buried his face in his hands. "God, don't remind me. At all. That's something I want permanently erased from my mind, how that ended up."

He could see the girls shooting curious glances at Will through his fingers. Seeing Will's grin, he groaned. Well, there was one story and source of embarrassment coming out later.

"What story is this? Sounds interesting." Ellen chuckled. Alex decided to make a brave attempt at running away.

"Well, I'm off," he offered, standing up and collapsing back into the chair a second later. "On second thoughts, maybe not." Pain was shooting up his leg again. How was he going to put up with this for one day, let alone three whole weeks? When he got back, him and Mr Dysfunctional were having serious words.

It was like Jackson was trying to damage their friendship beyond the point of repair. Because, sooner or later, one of them would snap. Alex did not want to see what happened if they did, but it was getting likelier every day. The others were laughing and Alex chuckled as well, appreciating the humour of the situation. He was considering turning down the club in favour of heading home, when the door on the side of the room barged open and Jackson stormed out, stopping when he saw them watching him.

The entire room was dead silent, the atmosphere thicker than the inside of Jackson's skull. Alex saw him look over each of them, contempt in his eyes, before landing on Alex. Alex looked away a second later, not interested in whatever he would see there.

After several seconds, during which Alex swore not to say a word to their erstwhile Captain, he turned away, snorting. "Don't let this go to your heads," he grunted, before walking out.

"We love you too!" Will yelled after him helpfully, Jackson openly ignoring the remark. Will turned back to the room, grinning. "Showed him."

Seconds later, Coach walked in. The whole team snapped to attention in seconds. Alex snorted. They weren't in the military, like in a super-secret program with codenames or something. Despite looking furious initially, his gaze softened as he looked at them all.

"Good job." He said, voice gruff, but proud. "Damn good job. See you all in training. You alright, Alex?" Al nodded firmly and Coach returned the gesture. "Good." As he walked out after Jackson, Alex could have sworn he saw him smile.

"Right," Will said, clapping his hands. "I'm off to the club. Kiara?" He extended a hand, which Kiara took with a giggle, allowing him to escort her from the room.

"See ya!" Arika managed excitedly, still bouncing off of every flat surface available as she practically flew down the corridor after them.

Alex, deciding to get up, groaned as he put pressure on his leg, slowly rising from his chair when suddenly, someone else was supporting him. Looking left, he saw Ellen stood there.

"Here to help, Miss Thompson?" He grinned. She rolled her eyes.

"You were sat there looking like a lost puppy." She sounded slightly embarrassed.

"Well, I have been told my puppy face is irresistible!" He chuckles, before gasping as she let go of him for a second, putting all of his weight on his bad leg. "Ah! Alright! I get it! You like to take things slowly! Jesus!" She dropped him again. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Seriously, you gonna keep doing that?"

She smirked. "Depends. Keep that up and I will." Alex gave her a wounded look.

"And here I thought you had good intentions! You're just here to cause pain?" He gave her his best 'I'm so damn adorable' face, eyes wide and face sad. She looked away instantly.

"Stop it. Stop! Alright, I'm here to help." He kept doing the face. "I'll drop you."

He stopped doing the face.

"Seriously though, are you alright?" She sounded concerned. Alex sighed.

"I've been better. I'll be alright though, just a sprained ankle. Back to the team in no time."

She grinned. "Oh, yay. How I anticipate it." Her face turned serious. "Still can't believe Jackson did that."

Alex shrugged. "That's Jackson for ya. Anything to win and all that jazz. Still, it's frustrating. I can't play for three weeks. I can barely even walk properly and all because he didn't trust me with my job. Someday, this is gonna come to a head. Jacky's gonna push me a little too much." She glanced at him.

"Why are you friends with him? Really? After everything he does." She made a good point. Alex had been asking himself that one a lot recently. It got harder to find an answer every day. Jackson was getting worse and worse, allowing grudges to build up and pushing away the only team he had. In the end, not proper Captain material.

"Honestly, Ellen? I don't know. At first, we were rookies. We had a few matches, I went around teams, built up popularity and Jackson became infamous. I guess he slowly became the persona he displayed for everyone else. But the Jackson I knew when I arrived at Rampancy three years back was more laid back, more of a joker. And when I was on another team, we went drinking one time. He was pretty cool back then. Didn't know his stuff, trying to prove himself but generally decent. We hit it off. Now, I ask myself more and more what he's turning into and whether I'll follow him there. Soon, I might quit."

The words were out before he had even thought them, but he realised it was the truth. He _had_been considering moving teams, with Jackson's behaviour.

They had reached the car park, but Ellen looked at him, wide eyed.

"Seriously?! You're considering leaving?" She actually sounded quite upset. Alex grinned.

"Why so upset, Ellie? You gonna miss me?" She punched him on the arm, trying to smile. "But yes, I might leave." Seriously, why was she looking so upset?!

"Oh," was all she said as they climbed into the car. Without a word, she turned the keys and started it up and soon they were heading to the Club Will had told them about. Alex really hoped he wasn't recognized this time.

"Stop me from getting drunk," he begged her, earning him a genuine smile and a laugh.

"You never did say, what happened that one time?" Her voice was both teasing and interested. Alex realised that if he didn't say, Will would. And it would be ten times as embarrassing for him.

Sighing slightly, knowing how brutally teased he was going to be, he began to talk, not realising that for the first time since the match, he was genuinely smiling.


	17. Chapter 16: Coach's Recap

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for…Tuesday's Grifball: Running Rampant update, and yes, I am well aware that this is Wednesday morning, at least for me. (Sorry about that). Went to see Rush last night with my girlfriend, which I'd highly recommend for anyone who is thinking of going to see it. Great performances from both Daniel Bruhl and Chris Helmsworth as Nikki Lauda and James Hunt respectively, and I could see them receiving Oscar nominations! However, I'm drifting, so I'm going to bid you a fond farewell and leave you alone with the latest chapter, written by the fantastic Minaethiel.**

**For those not aware, we're still looking for writers for Agent Carolina in our RvB fic, Phase One: Genesis and its upcoming sequel, so, if you're interested, please PM me ASAP for more details!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Sixteen - Coach's Recap<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"We are all mistaken sometimes; sometimes we do wrong things, things that have bad consequences. But it does not mean we are evil, or that we cannot be trusted ever afterward."<em> - Alison Croggon

* * *

><p>There was a conflicting mood after training that day. Rampancy had managed to beat the Siren's in the first friendly of the season, but the cost? Alex. The runner was now out for the count for a while due to Jackson injuring him on the field, and nearly costing the team the game. Alex wasn't speaking to the Rampancy captain now, and Ellen and Arika were pissed too, I could tell. Even now, as we put our unnecessary equipment away, there was a grim silence over the court. Will at least seemed to be more cheerful; his skills had come in handy for the game and had helped Rampancy pull off a clutch victory.<p>

I sighed as I stowed my hammer; I was the only one who hadn't gotten to be on the court yet. A bolt of shame went through me as I realized that at least I had the physical capabilities to play, whereas Alex would be down for quite a bit. Wrenching my helmet off, I shook my slightly damp hair out and started to make my way to the women's locker room. I could tell that the others were anxious to escape the tension too, but Anderson's voice cut across the arena.

"Not so fast, ladies and gentlemen. Before we go our separate ways for the day, I'd like to go over the last game with you all. I've got a list of strengths and weaknesses regarding not just Rampancy, but the Sirens as well. We have a lot to work on between now and the next game. Follow me."

I blinked a couple times, wondering exactly how Coach could just ignore the tension that was palpable between everyone. Jackson was quick to follow, and I hesitantly followed next. Ellen and Arika brought up the rear, and Will was content to follow along at his own pace. Coach led us off to a door that I had seen before, but hadn't bothered asking about. As he opened it, a cool gust of wind rushed out to greet us, and I sighed in relief. Jackson tossed me a look that was part exasperation and part 'are you serious,' to which I gave him a pointed look that dared him to say something. To some extent, I could understand his actions in the game, but that didn't give him an excuse to use Alex as a kind of decoy.

I stepped into the threshold of Coach's secret room and looked around, my mouth forming a curious 'o' shape. The room was darkened, and reminded me of a movie theatre, minus the plush velvet seats and convenient cup holders. Instead there were the odd swivel chairs scattered, and a projector was hanging from the ceiling. A large television screen was on another wall, and Coach watched us all with a blank expression as we entered. As he shut the door, he motioned us towards the seats.

"Pick one, Rampancy."

We quickly obliged, and Will took the seat on the edge. Jackson sat next to him. I glanced at Ellen and Arika, but they had already seated themselves as far away from Jackson as possible. I sighed in exasperation and sat next to Ellen and Jackson. Sure the captain had made a mistake, and he was a complete asshole for throwing Alex to the huntresses, but it wasn't like he was going to bite them. However the tension was still there, and even seemed to get worse if that was possible. Jackson was trying his hardest to be as impassive as he possible could, and Ellen and Arika seemed to be looking everywhere but towards me. Will seemed rather unconcerned, but even he had to be feeling the pressure in the air. However, as the remaining lights flicked off and the screen in front of us lit up, Will clapped his hands.

"So, do we get popcorn for this movie? Maybe some candy? I could go for some liquorice."

I giggled a bit at the sheer cheekiness of my hazel-eyed teammate, and everyone else seemed to be mildly amused as well. Coach shot a firm look at the runner.

"We've got work to do, Weissman."

"All work and no play for you, Ryan."

Coach gave an unamused sigh as a response and hit a button. It was the first round of the game, and I felt deja vu sweep over me as I watched. Everyone was clearly tense in their own way on both teams- a twitch over here, a tightening grip over here-but all of that evaporated as the starting bell sounded. Once again I watched as both Jackson and the Siren tank bull-rushed forwards, and I drew in a breath as Jackson once again leapt up to smash his opponent, but it came crashing down as the Siren tank dodged and slammed him instead. Needless to say, the round went downhill from there. By the end of it, Jackson had gone rigid with tension. Coach paused the video.

"That first round was sloppy. You coordinated well enough, but the execution was lacking. Ellen, as a Defender, it is your job to protect the goal. There should have been no hesitation to chase after the Siren runner. Arika, you did extremely well, but don't take that like you don't need to improve. All of you do in some way. Jackson."

He let the word fall heavily.

"We already discussed your performance the other day, but for the sake of knocking some sense into you, I'll go over it again. You left Alex to fend off the Siren hybrid on his own. Had he not been cornered, he would have been able to help out Ellen chase down the runner while you and Arika fended off the other three players."

He paused and rewound the round back to the beginning, only to play it again.

"The Sirens had impeccable teamwork this first round. A successful spawn bonk brought their runner to the bomb first, and the defender neutralized Alex while the tank and hybrid moved to clear the way while providing support to the runner. The tank made a smart move by not hesitating when Jackson jumped towards her. While he had to recover his swing, she was in the perfect position to safely retaliate against him."

I found myself growing bored, even though it was only the first round he had analysed. I had watched the game myself; I had been able to see every move and every play. Why Coach needed me here I couldn't figure out. Besides, the tense atmosphere had returned, and it was starting to make me uncomfortable. Alex had lucked out in this instance for sure since he didn't need to feel the animosity between Jackson and the rest of the team. Then again, he'd probably add to it.

The next round continued in the same fashion, with Coach pointing out both the flaws and weaknesses of the Sirens and the rest of Rampancy. However it was during the third round that the anger towards Jackson escalated. I was fairly certain that it was the first time Ellen and Arika got to see exactly how Alex had gotten injured. Watching Jackson throw Alex towards the Sirens gave me more feelings of misgiving yet again, especially while being able to hear the chatter between the captain and runner. As the round ended, a grim heaviness had settled over the group, and I fidgeted nervously. Coach gave an exhausted sigh.

"I'm not going to bother telling you all what went wrong in this particular round. Injuries happen in this sport all the damn time, however I will not tolerate injuries caused by selfish actions. If any one of you pulls an action like Jackson demonstrated for us, there will be consequences for you."

He continued the video, and glancing at the team, I could tell that the previous clip had made an impression. Jackson usually looked intense, but now he just looked pissed off and broody. I'd definitely be avoiding him for a bit. Ellen and Arika had shot their own glares at the captain earlier, and now they pointedly focusing on the video. Will looked uncomfortable; and had shot Jackson a reproachful look as he saw what had happened to Alex in even better detail. I shifted uncomfortably. I could understand Jackson being frustrated at losing, but to sacrifice your own teammate was an out of bounds thing to do. What really set me off was that he didn't even seem regretful; just annoyed at being called out. That alone was enough for me to avoid sparing any sympathy for him.

After the third round, time seemed to drag on, and I found myself almost falling asleep. It seemed like we were being worked to the bone now that games were being scheduled regularly. I was used to training a lot before games, but the sheer amount was exhausting, and something that I had yet to get used to. Again I felt my eyelids drooping, and a sharp elbow to my right shoulder made me flinch. I turned to see Jackson shooting me an annoyed glare, and I quickly broke eye contact. Coach was just going over the final round.

"Ladies and gentlemen, this last round was where you proved that Rampancy is a force to be reckoned with. Will, at first you scared the shit out of me when you tossed the Siren runner the bomb, but that follow up with your sword was absolutely brilliant. Jackson, Arika, and Ellen, you supported Will beautifully. While stopping our opponents in their tracks, you also moved well enough to avoid killing them. Granted, you ladies could use some work on your fluidity, but you did damn well for your first game of the season."

I could feel rather than see the pride oozing from my teammates as Coach praised them. I hated the feeling, but I felt jealousy race through me like lightning. Everyone here, even Alex, had proved to be at least acceptable pro players. I was stuck on the side-lines, watching and waiting. Though the interview with Stu had turned out ok, I thought every day about those clips he had fired at me. The crowd's disapproving noises had become a driving point for me. My blood burned with the urge to prove that I could do just as well as Ellen and Arika. More than anything, I wanted to show my family that I was a daughter or sister to be proud of. Despite all of these distracting thoughts, I could still hear Coach going over the final round. Now he was analysing what the Sirens had done wrong.

"The Sirens really fell apart during the last round, ladies and gentlemen. The tank was too focused on Jackson and instead of trying to launch her way past him, attempted to take him down instead. The runner, whom was the only person capable of taking down Will at the time, allowed herself to be swept up by the sight of a loose ball in the air, which allowed Will to get rid of her. The Hybrid and Defender weren't even a factor that Will needed to consider because Ellen and Arika had them cornered so well. Learn from your mistakes and their mistakes, Rampancy. I expect next game to be a much better performance. Now get out of here," he added in a darkly amused tone, "I've got work to do. Except for you, Miss Thomas, I want a word with you."

I felt dread settle slightly in my stomach; had he noticed how I hadn't been as attentive as possible? However he looked me over and nodded his head as the rest of the team filed out.

"Kiara, I'm sure you felt a bit out of place today. You've seen the game twice and you could probably pinpoint at least a few mistakes on your own made by both teams. However I want you to learn from these mistakes so you don't repeat them on the field. With this in mind, I've decided that you are going to be starting next game, Kiara. I have yet to decide the rest of the line-up."

I felt my face light up at his words, and the feeling of dread melted away. I was finally going to prove myself! I had been waiting to play for months, and now I was finally going to get the chance.

"I won't let you down, Coach! Thank you so much!"

He seemed amused at my happiness.

"Don't thank me yet, Thomas. You're going to be working until you drop up to the next game. Now go and enjoy your final hours of freedom."

I nodded and rushed out, the excitement I was feeling lending a new bounce to my step. Will was just leaving the gym and turned at the sound of my rapid approach.

"Geez Kiara, are you training to be a runner now?"

I scoffed in amusement.

"No way I'd try and take your job, Will. Runners seem to have a hazardous occupation."

He didn't need help to figure out what I was referring to.

"No, Will, I get to play next game!" I exclaimed happily. He smirked in amusement at my excitement and gave me an indulgent pat on the back before heading into the men's locker room. As I stowed my armour in my own locker and listened to Arika and Ellen's idle chatter, I found myself obtaining an overwhelming feeling of determination. It was my turn to shine.


	18. Chapter 17: Hot Topic

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the next Grifball: Running Rampant chapter, coming up slightly late yet again, which really seems to be the trend for this week. Sorry about that! However, I can guarantee that tonight's Phase One: Genesis chapter will be up on time, but I realise the fact that I have to say that says a lot about my punctuality. Anyways, I leave you with our latest chapter, written by the always-amazing TunelessLyric, writer of Arika Myles, and this chapter should definitely get a few laughs out of you all. It certainly got a few out of me! **

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Seventeen - Hot Topic<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p><em>"You are doomed to make choices. That is life's greatest paradox." -<em> Wayne Dyer

* * *

><p>Arika dropped her keys on the table just inside her apartment door. She pulled it shut behind her and sighed. Clearly, if she thought Coach was going to ease up on the team after their victory against Siren, the starting Tank had another thing coming. She was hot and sweaty and exhausted. And it was only eleven-thirty.<p>

A flashing red light on a machine across the room drew her attention. Arika wandered over, feet dragging slightly from the training session, and tapped the machine's touchpad. Sound flooded her small living room.

"Hi Arika, this is Chelsea Grandy and I represent FlexCorp. I was wondering if you could meet with me tomorrow so we can discuss your lack of an agent. I would gladly take you on!"

"My name is Shane Glawson. I noticed that you are currently marked as not having an agent and, Arika, I think I'm the perfect choice, call me!"

"Arika Myles, I'm Jenny MacMillian and I want to be your agent, call me at 867-5309 to set up an appointment."

God, there were literally _hundreds_ of comms for her. Suddenly she was the most popular person on the planet. A horrible thought crashed into her, nearly knocking her into the couch. Did she have to meet them _all_?

She grabbed a data-pad and marked down names and numbers as the messages rolled on. By the end she had a very lengthy list of hopefuls. And some were truly awful.

"Keegan Aelick, bet you're wondering who I am, call me back without a flam, I'll help you out of your agent jam!"

Seriously, what in the name of all that is holy is a 'flam'? And why did the jingle have to go to _Twinkle Twinkle Little Star_?

"If you want to talk, don't email. And don't you click-click-click-click, just call me up at 555-RICK!"

_Right. Because that was ever going to happen._ Arika picked up the handset for her phone. She stabbed in the number of Ellen. While it rang, she wondered if Coach knew about this.

"Hey, Arika?" Thankfully it was the voice of her teammate that picked up, not the voicemail machine.

"Ellen, did you just get home?" she demanded.

"Yeah, why?" the Defender asked warily.

"You should check your messages, I had about a thousand."

She could hear the raised eyebrow in Ellen's voice as she replied, "I don't think you need to be overly dramatic. Fine. I'll check them. Hold on a sec."

Arika listened to the other woman humming as she walked across her house. She waited for a whole minute as silence came through the line.

"Holy! I have a hundred and sixty-four missed comms," Ellen exclaimed. "What's all this about? Did someone spread a rumour that I'd died? Is it my birthday or something?"

"I told you so," sang Arika, jokingly. "Listen to them. I'll bet anything you want they're the same as mine."

Ellen pushed a button and the floodwaters opened. Just as it had happened to Arika, the Defender had piles of people all begging in their stupid ways to become her agent. "I'll see you tomorrow, I have way too much to do tonight."

They hung up. Almost immediately, the phone in Arika's hand rang again. She winced, it being pressed to her ear yet. With a grimace, she answered it. And hoped for dear life it wasn't another annoying agent calling. "Hello?"

"Arika!"

She sighed with relief at Kiara's voice. "Thank god it's you, I'm guessing you have messages too?"

Kiara informed her that she did indeed have the same dilemma on her hands. "Do I… am I supposed to meet them _all_?"

"I guess so," she replied with a shrug. "I'm sure if you asked, someone will go with you. To help you decide which one is right for you, I mean." Arika didn't say any particular name, but she did have a teammate in mind for the other woman's aide.

"Oh! I'll call right now and see if anyone's busy or not. See you," Kiara chirped before hanging up.

Suddenly Arika was left alone in an abruptly silent apartment. She sank down on her couch, phone still in hand. Well, who could she ask to go with her to meet all these crazy people? She turned the consideration over in her mind. Jackson was definitely out. Even if he was probably the most qualified, there was no humanly possible way for her to convince him to help. Will was likely already being asked by Kiara. She felt caught. On one hand, Alex would be helpful and… entertaining while Coach Anderson would definitely have experience with this type of thing. In the end, she broke down and rang Coach.

Turned out he was more than willing to accompany Arika on her agent scouting mission the next day. Silently praising the single day off in _ever_, she hung up. She set her phone down, flopped onto her small couch and lay there, wondering why she felt as though she had forgotten something vitally important. An instant later, she leaped up, snatched the handset from the cradle and began returning the less stalkerish hopefuls calls to set up appointments for the next day.

By the time she finished that, it was getting late. Arika threw dinner on and ate her meal hurriedly. She fell into bed, exhausted from her long day. Sleep, however, eluded her. The same thoughts swirled in her head, chasing her around and around. Finally, early in the wee hours of the night, Arika snuck up on dreamland with a pitchfork and succumbed.

* * *

><p>Arika checked her watch. Again. Her first appointment was supposed to begin three minutes ago.<p>

"Relax," chided Anderson. Unsurprisingly, he wasn't that much more laid-back out of the Grifball arena. "It isn't a race. These things take time."

She sighed and glanced around. She stared at the same bizarre picture of what appeared to be an orang-utan spear fishing for pigs – whatever that meant – that had occupied her focus for the previous ten minutes. What a weird way to decorate a coffee bar. A tall, thin man with wispy grey hair threaded his way between tables directly under the odd picture.

"Is that him?" she asked. Immediately she regretted saying so. How could Coach know?

It just so happened that the balding man was indeed their first meeting. He sat and puffed out a flustered sigh before extending a hand and saying, "Kerry Lytham, I can't –"

* * *

><p>"– believe I'm actually here to speak with you," gushed yet another agent.<p>

Arika clenched and unclenched her fists under the table. Right now, she wished she could be doing anything, _anything_ else. She would even go for one of Anderson's insane drills now.

"Believe it," she said charmingly. God, her cheeks hurt from all this smiling. Had she actually thought this was going to be fun last night? And there were still more agents to meet with.

"Can you tell me –"

* * *

><p>" – just how you plan on doing that?" inquired Coach.<p>

Mr. Carruthers peeked into a lime green duo-tang before replying, "Well, it's simple, really –"

* * *

><p>" – I want to make you seem more personable," explained Kamal Johnson. He winced, and backtracked quickly. "What I mean is –"<p>

* * *

><p>Arika suppressed a sigh. From the corner of her eye she saw Coach shake his head nearly imperceptibly. How many people had they already met? How many times had they watched a perfectly put together presentation go to pieces in half a second? And, more importantly, how much coffee had she consumed? Maybe that was why her mind continued to wander and why she was pretending she was on a three mile run in full armour.<p>

A smiling woman of Japanese descent sat opposite Arika. By now, she had just accepted the pig-hungry orang-utan as a fact of life. And she had pretty well accepted that she was never leaving this damned coffee bar again. Might as well swear off coffee while she was at it.

"I'm Risa Oum. Nice to meet you, Arika, Mr. Anderson," she greeted coolly. "Now, I'm sure you have some questions about where I come from and what it is that I want to do for you. Go ahead, I'm all ears."

Arika blinked dumbly. Wait, they weren't being forced to sit through yet another _I'm the best because I say so_ speech? Holy crap, sign her up! For a moment she thought about a suitable opening query. "What makes you different from the thirty-four other people we've interviewed?" Better get this over with.

"Well, for starters, I used to represent Jarrett Baic," Risa said off-handedly. "I know just how hard it is to make it in the Grifball world as a woman and, Arika, I was an amateur Grifball player myself eight years ago."

Wow. That was an impressive résumé. Baic was a former member of Hotshot, one of the survivors of the team-wide accident. Oum automatically rose a few important places in Arika's mind.

As the interview wore on, she became more and more open to the idea of this woman becoming her agent. On getting to know her better, Risa was charming, personable and witty. In equal measures, she was spirited and determined.

"Thank you for your time."

As Risa rose, Arika echoed her. She checked her data pad. That was the last appointment. In one word, relief.

"Well," Anderson stretched in his chair, "that was informative."

She nodded, reaching for her last cup of joe. She shuddered. If she never saw another coffee bean, it would be too soon. "What did you think?"

He pondered for a moment. "I can't decide for you, but I do have a few suggestions. First, I think you should have a female represent you. For obvious reasons."

Well, that narrowed the field from thirty-four to eight. Helpful, but still, she was comparing apples to oranges to bananas. A few rotten bananas. "Got it," she said.

"Okay, I also think it best if you chose someone you could stand to see at three in the morning in a thunderstorm after you've totalled your car."

"I don't own a car." Arika raised an eyebrow. Was that really all she had to reply? She must be out of it.

Anderson sighed the sigh of the long-suffering. "You don't now, but give it a season. And the point is, you have to deal with agents when you least want to."

"Oh. I see." She gathered her papers, left a sizeable tip for the exceedingly patient and kind waiter, and stood. She turned back to her coach. "Thanks for coming today, Coach, I mean it. I probably would have pulled my hair out if I had been here by myself."

He slowly parted company with his uncomfortable chair. It took a few steps for him to get upright, particularly around the knees, but when he did, he looked relieved. "In the future, spread 'em out some, okay?"

She smiled. "See you tomorrow."

Arika exited the coffee bar and flagged down a bus back to her apartment. It was going to take some time to go back over the prospective agents' meetings – and decipher her handwriting – but she was confident she would arrive at a decision that evening.

She noted she had missed a comm from her father and resolved to speak to him before bed. Arika sat at her kitchen table and looked at her notes. Eight women. Right off the bat she dismissed five. They had all come across as though they were in it for the money, not to help her. That left three.

Even as she went through the motions, she knew which she was going to pick. Just to make sure, she did as Anderson suggested and pictured herself on the coming off the court after a horrible loss. For a little authenticity she mentally added a broken bone or two. The first agent to pop into the daydream, she decided, was who she could deal with in a real life situation just like this.

"The Commissioner wants to schedule a meeting tomorrow," said Risa. "Should I arrange for before the press conference or after?"

Well, that settled it. Grinning triumphantly, Arika jotted her final decision down. She walked into her bedroom and dialled her house number on the far side of the system to deliver the good news.


	19. Chapter 18: A Change In Plans

**(A/N) So guys, time for our latest Grifball: Running Rampant chapter, brought to you by the fabulous Lili-Hunter, depicting everyone's favourite sexist ass (or least favourite, I guess), Mr Jackson Rothe! Lili, as always, has knocked this one out of the park, and I hope you all enjoy reading this as much as I did. Just going to leave it at that, short and sweet, because it's late and I'm sleepy as hell.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Eighteen - A Change In Plans<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"Stubborn isn't a word I would use to describe myself; pigheaded is more appropriate." <em>– Michael Bloomberg

* * *

><p>When Coach Anderson finally blew his whistle, it was with more relief than Jackson was willing to admit that he tugged off his helmet. The Rampancy captain magnetized it to his back, and ran a hand through his hair as he sucked air harshly through his nose. The brown strands, faintly damp, tugged at his fingers and Jackson withdrew them with a wince.<p>

The training session had been absolutely _brutal_. Jackson exhaled, feeling his heart pound against his ribcage, and curled his toes inside his boots. He honestly had no idea whether the sweat pooling inside of them was imagined, or disgustingly real. He decided that he didn't want to know.

Coach blew his whistle again, and gestured with his hand. Rampancy slowly made their way towards him, forming a loose semi-circle. A few of the girls tipped their heads to whisper in each other's ears, or at Will or Alex, but no one attempted to speak to their captain. Jackson wasn't sure if he preferred it like that.

Though, preference or not, it grated against his nerves. The tension between him and the rest of the team had been bad enough, ever since their first "friendly" game against Team Siren. No matter what Coach had said, Jackson knew that he'd pretty much carried the team throughout that match. Will had helped, a little, but without their captain, Rampancy would have been smashed.

But the facts didn't stop them all from wanting to beat his head in, especially once they'd found out _exactly_ how Alex had sprained his ankle. '_Jackson is an asshole' _had been the general consensus. And now that Alex was back in training… well, Jackson had been waiting for the real show to start at any moment. So far, though, he'd simply ignored his captain's very presence, avoided him at all costs, and sent nearly tangible waves of simmering aggression his way.

In short, Alex was acting like an emotional teenage girl, and Jackson was getting pretty fucking sick of it.

"Alright, everyone, listen up," Coach began. Jackson shifted, his attention returning to his grey-haired superior. "Our next opponents have been announced."

Will unfolded his arms, leaning forward eagerly. "Who?" he asked.

"Team Paladin," Coach informed him. "We'll be playing against them at the end of the week."

Jackson snorted, but luckily caught himself before the noise turned into a full-blown laugh. "Them? _Really?_" Paladin had finished the previous season with an embarrassingly low ranking, and was a worse team than even Slipspace had been, back in the day before corporate sponsorship had revolutionised their team. Rampancy may as well have not bothered to train at all for the upcoming match – hell, it would've given Paladin _at least_ a fighting chance.

He could imagine the general chaos at their stadium, even now. Probably watching tapes of their game against Siren, desperately trying to find a chink in their armour and failing. With Jackson on the field, there was no chink. He smirked at the thought, and thought that the Paladin players were probably crushed under the weight of their own despair at having Rampancy as an opponent. As they should be – Jackson's team was fucking _awesome_.

Well, half of it was, at least.

"Yes, Team Paladin," Coach confirmed. Will and Jackson exchanged grins – this would almost be too easy. But Coach Anderson's eyes were grim and determined, and Jackson wondered if there was something he hadn't told them yet. Maybe Paladin got a new player; one that was twice their height and triple their muscle mass. Because that was the only reason why Coach would possibly look like he was steeling himself for something. It was usually the expression he wore when he and Jackson are building up to a screaming match, which was weird. Jackson, despite the fact that his best friend was acting like a prissy little girl, wasn't _that _angry. Hell, with the endorphins streaking through his veins after their harsh training session, he was feeling pretty damn good.

"I know what you're all thinking; that you don't need to train so much, that you'll be fine because they're ranked lower than you, and that they're an easy win," Coach said, matching Jackson's thoughts almost word-for-word. The captain shrugged, a little unnerved that the Coach knew him so well. He wasn't _that_ see-through, surely. "But that's no excuse," Coach Anderson told them firmly. "They may have ended last season poorly, but that's no guarantee that they can't sweep us off the board now. In fact, I'll be expecting you all to work _twice_ as hard over the next couple of days. Except for you, Alex, as your ankle is still healing."

Jackson could feel the tips of his ears turn dark red, as someone beside him muttered angrily. It was probably Al, but the girls were almost as pissed about it as he was. Will was a little more indifferent – though he didn't hold back on telling Jackson that it was a dick move and that he should be ashamed of himself, Will had known him for long enough that he wasn't entirely surprised. Jackson's done far worse, to far better people, for far less.

Alex knew it too, of course, but Jackson guessed that he just never thought that that same thing might happen to him.

"So, who's in the line-up?" Arika prompted the Coach, hiding the disappointment in her voice. She knew just as well as Jackson did that it wouldn't include her. Coach had already promised Kiara a spot, which meant that Arika – as their other Tank – was on the bench. Since Alex's ankle was "still healing", that left Ellen, Will, and Jackson to play. The Rampancy captain started to turn and open his mouth, when Coach Anderson interrupted him.

"It was a hard decision," he began, and Jackson rolls his eyes. _Bullshit_. If he could work it out after an offhand comment by Will during their third suicide run, then Coach had probably had the line-up ready since the beginning of the week. "But I've decided to go with Kiara, Will, Ellen" – Jackson ticked them off mentally, nodding grudgingly – "and you, Arika."

The black-haired Tank made a small sound of delight before her composure returned, though she didn't hide the ecstatic grin.

Jackson snorted, crossing his arms over his chest again. Coach Anderson's sense of humour was fucked up, he'd give him that, and the captain almost regretted having to shoot down his female teammate. "Right," he said flatly, rolling his eyes. "Don't be a dick, Coach. We both know I'll be on the field."

Slowly, Coach raised an eyebrow. "Oh, do we?" he asked, as sarcastically as he could manage. Jackson spread his hands in '_Duh, I'm your best player_' kind of shrug.

Beside him, Will shifted awkwardly, uncomfortable with the ratcheting tension. Despite his easy-going exterior, Jackson knew that the guy was more sensitive than most skin-care products. Jackson was sure that he was still emotionally scarred from having witnessed just one of his and Coach's enthusiastic showdowns.

But this time, Coach didn't seem interested in participating. He fixed the Rampancy captain with a flat stare, crossing his muscled arms. "Jackson. You're sitting this one out. End of discussion."

Well, fuck _that_.

Coach was a pretty tall guy, just over six feet, and equal – if not taller – with Jackson himself. But that was when he was out of armour. Now, still clad in his blue and steel training armour, his metal boots gave him an added inch or two. As a tight, choking sphere came to settle behind his collarbone, Jackson drew himself to his full height, straightening his spine until he could tower over Coach Anderson. Their gazes locked, and he could see that Coach knew he wouldn't back down easily. His heart thumped once, angrily, in his chest; his blood practically boiling, and Jackson's nostrils flared as he damn near growled.

"I'm. Playing."

"No, Jackson, you're not. I've placed you on the bench, and that's where you're gonna stay until _I _decide otherwise." Coach's words were firm, despite the fact that they were forced from a tightly clenched jaw. His eyes flashed with something unreadable, and Jackson's fists curled almost subconsciously.

"That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard you say, Coach," he sneered, matching his glare. If staring him down was what he had to do to get into the line-up, then he'd bloody well do it. "I'm your best damn player, especially with Alex taken out! You need me," Jackson finished triumphantly, stabbing his own chest with one finger.

"Actually, Jackson, you're quickly becoming our worst liability." The captain practically felt Will wince, and was pretty sure that at least some of the girls – and Alex, for damn sure – were grinning. "You're disrespectful, refuse to cooperate, and you took out one of the best assets of this team, and yet don't seem to regret a damn thing. Am I wrong?"

Well… no. But Jackson leant back a little, scowling. "Really? You're _still_ upset over what I did to Alex? News flash: it worked! We scored. Tell me what the _hell _is so wrong with that."

On cue, roughly two-thirds of the people surrounded him began to speak at once. Luckily, Coach cut them off with a gesture, assessing Jackson carefully. The captain rolled his eyes, and Coach Anderson seemed to decide that another strategy would probably be more successful.

"Jackson," he began slowly, "you know that it's better to blood these girls in a friendly match." The Hybrid began to speak, but Coach bulldozed over the top of him with a raised eyebrow. "You'd _really_ rather see them on the field for the first time during a league match? Even you have to know that that's unwise."

"They could still lose against Paladin," Jackson countered. "How are our stats gonna look after _that_, huh?"

"You'd rather lose a ranking?" Coach asked, his eyebrows nearly disappearing into his receding hairline.

Jackson huffed. From that point of view… it was _almost_ logical. Still, he wasn't dropping it just yet. "Without me, or Alex, they're screwed," he said firmly.

"Oh, yeah? What am I – a wet paper towel?" Will spluttered indignantly. "Despite what you may think, I'm not just a pretty face."

Jackson exhaled sharply. "That's not what I meant," he snapped angrily. "But-"

"Exactly!" Coach declared, grinning triumphantly. "If you really think that these ladies can't handle themselves without at least two male back-ups, then let this be the chance for them to prove you wrong."

"I don't need proof, Coach. It's scientific fa-"

"No, it's _not_!" The outburst came from Arika, whom stared at Jackson with angered, unflinching brown eyes. "We're just as good as you are. You've got no 'proof' of anything that says otherwise!"

Jackson returned her gaze steadily. "In a straight fight," he said coldly, "just you and me… do you really think you'd win?"

Arika flushed, but didn't break his gaze. He smirked – just as he'd thought.

_Men had always been, and would always be, the stronger gender._

"Enough." Coach ran a hand tiredly over his face, almost mumbling the words before he returned with a flat stare. "Jackson, after what happened during the game against Siren… to be frank, I just can't trust you with the safety of my team."

"Coach," he groaned, frustrated. "I didn't even kill him! A couple of bruises are _nothing_."

"That's exactly what I'm talking about," he said firmly. "A few more "nothings", Mr. Rothe, and we won't have a line-up at all!"

Jackson swallowed another complaint. This was just stupid. Coach was being an idiot. "Let's not pretend, Coach," he growled. "You're punishing me."

"You're damn right I'm punishing you!" Coach yelled, stepping forward and gesturing sharply. "Attacking your own teammate… that's not okay. You need to learn, Jackson. Hell, a little humility would do you some good."

"Fine." Jackson stepped back, throwing his hands in the air. "_Fine_. You'll see, Coach." Before he turned around, the Hybrid thought of one more question. "Who the hell's gonna act as captain, then?"

_Don't you _dare_ say Arika_, he added silently. She'd already taken his spot on the line-up – he'd be damned if he let her take his captain's badge, too.

"Will," Coach answered, glancing at the man in question. "He'll be in charge."

There was one, long moment as pure glee shone from the Runner's face. He beamed, bouncing twice on the balls of his feet, and pretended to wipe away a solitary tear as he choked out, "This… this is such an honour. I'd like to thank myself, for being so stunningly handsome. Also, Ryan, for believing in me…. And Jackson, for being an ass-hat so that I could take his place." He threw his hands up into the air, and bowed, muttering, "Thank you, thank you," as he pretended to catch bouquets. Kiara put a hand over her mouth, giggling at the display.

Jackson grunted, choosing to ignore Will as he attempted to brush off the fury shaking his limbs. He should feel grateful that Will was acting as captain... at least it was someone he trusted. Jackson forced himself to breathe, shoving the anger deep down inside of his chest. _Will would do fine_, he thought slowly. It was only one game, after all.

It wasn't ideal… but it was a hell of a lot better than he'd feared.


	20. Chapter 19: Why Walk When You Can Run?

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the latest, slightly late, update for Grifball: Running Rampant! Unfortunately, ParabolaOfMystery, Will's writer, whose update was scheduled to go up today, is no longer writing with us, so we're moving ahead. Regardless, this chapter makes up for any possible disappointment you might be feeling, as Wednesday really brought her A-game to this! For those that didn't hear, the artwork of Jerem6401, one of the writers within our collaboration, was mentioned in the recent GTA V Online Let's Play, causing me to scream like a little girl for around five minutes. Not my finest moment, I will concede. So without further ado, I'm going to let you guys go ahead and read this, as Rampancy enter their second friendly game of the season, against Team Paladin. **

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Nineteen - Why Walk When You Can Run?<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"The healthiest competition occurs when average people win by putting above average effort." <em>- Colin Powell

* * *

><p>"-God, this armour just doesn't look right. I mean, I've gotten so used to the red sets in training, the thought never even occurred to me that our away armour would be blue. Though, of course, that makes total sense. I knew what the team colours were. I mean, duh, right? I don't know why-"<p>

"Oi! Kiara! Calm down and shut up, would'ya?" Ellen interrupted before she ran out of breath.

Arika chimed in, too. "Yeah, really. You'd think the world was about to end with how fast you're talking."

Ellen turned to Arika and said with a smile, "I thought she might hyperventilate there for a second." Arika laughed, and Kiara blushed a little but laughed with her.

"Sorry. It's just... my first game. You know." She gave them a one shouldered shrug and a nervous smile before snapping her helmet in place. "You guys've already gotten over the first-game-nerves." Ellen slung her gravity hammer over her shoulder and magnetized it to her back in one smooth motion before looking back up at Kiara.

"Just stay calm and keep your head on a swivel." She and Arika snapped their helmets into place. "Watch your sensors." The three girls walked out of the locker rooms and towards Coach and the guys. "Keep moving. You'll be great, I promise." They stopped in front of Coach and could hear Will talking over last minute tactics with him. "Paladin's gonna be easy to beat."

Coach Anderson looked up from his own conversation when he heard Ellen's last sentence. He shook his head slightly. "Come on now, you don't know that. You've gotta give this - and every game, for that matter - your all. It doesn't matter who we're playing, you still work hard for every win. Don't get over-confident, ladies." Ellen took a tiny subconscious step back and gave Coach a small nod in acknowledgement. The rest of the team quieted down as he spoke. Jackson glared at the ground, arms crossed. Coach glanced his way before giving an almost imperceptible shrug and speaking to the team again.

"Okay, everyone. I'll admit, I'm fairly confident that we can win this easily." Ellen felt a smug smile on her face no one else could see. "But we have to remember the difference between confidence and arrogance. Confidence could help us soar to the top while arrogance could end us. Alright? That being said, I want you to do your very best. This is another chance to show the League that Rampancy is just as good, if not better, as we were before the changes."

Jackson snorted as he sank lower on the bench, like a bored teenager. Coach lowered his head slightly and took a deep breath. Ellen could see he had just about reached the end of his temper with Jackson, and she certainly couldn't blame him for it. He looked back up, his jaw visibly tensed. "Rothe," he barked, "something to say?"

Jackson whipped his head back angrily and Ellen could feel his glare even when it wasn't directed at her. He spoke harshly. "Nothing but the usual, _Coach_." Most of the team ignored him, per usual, and Anderson told him to shut up.

Coach sighed again and put up his hands, calling back the team's attention. "Just do your best and win, okay? Okay. The game'll start in a few minutes. Will, the power's in your hands today."

Will nodded and sat down next to Jackson, speaking quietly and almost angrily with him. Kiara started doing some stretches. Arika took her energy sword from her hip and, somewhat nervously, began activating and deactivating it over and over. Ellen thought that might be a good way to break it. She herself scoped the crowd.

There were a few different camera crews scattered throughout the orange-clad Grifball fans. Ellen smiled when she saw a large section wearing Rampancy blue. Her smile grew when she saw about half of their cheering section were women. A few people had different sorts of noise makers, and had already started a war between Paladin's and Rampancy's supporters; effectively filling the stadium with a deafening cacophony of air horns and thunder sticks. Ellen turned back around to watch the referee as he pulled the whistle over his neck. Will stood up, Kiara stood still, and Arika deactivated her sword one last time before reattaching it to her hip. They all looked toward the black and white clad conciliator, waiting. The air itself felt tense as the crowd quieted down as well.

The team walked forward to take their place next to one another. Ellen double checked that her radio, but not her speaker, was on. Will muttered to them through his own radio. "Okay, let's start it off interesting with a Spawn Bonk. Ellen, you're one; Kiara and Arika, two and four; and I'll be number three. Sync?"

"Sync," they all replied simultaneously. They noticed Paladin speaking quietly across the stadium. Will nodded to the referee, indicating Rampancy is ready. Paladin did the same.

The stadium went absolutely quiet. Even the crowd became silent as the referee raised both his arms. Ellen heard Jackson shift on the bench behind her. She braced her leg muscles and looked toward the pad in the middle of the floor where the ball would soon appear.

Ellen heard the whistle, saw the bomb burst into existence, felt her feet nearly fly across the floor, and watched Paladin literally trip over their own feet. She heard Will shout, "**Now!**" Ellen looked up for a split second to see him fly over her and land a little ahead of her, ready to run. She casually sliced her sword across Paladin's Tank - who had been fumbling to get a hold of his gravity hammer - and sprinted to catch up with Will. She smiled as she realized Kiara and Arika had performed the perfect Spawn Bonk; Will was running faster than ever as he scooped up the bomb in one simple movement.

Ellen glanced Kiara excitedly and easily dispatching one of Paladin's Hybrids with her gravity hammer. She grinned and turned to see Arika dodging the clumsy Tank, now respawned, and slashing the back of his knees with her sword. She spun around again to watch Will easily toss the bomb onto the pad as Paladin struggled to understand what had happened.

First point scored in less than three minutes. "Booyah, baby!" Ellen shouted to no one in particular. Will waved them all over to their side of the stadium, and Kiara was just about skipping with excitement.

Ellen could hear the grin in Will's voice as he gave them all high fives and said, "Sheesh, that was amazing! I almost feel bad for them now!" Ellen de-polarized her visor and raised her eyebrows at him. He cleared his own visor to show her his defensive face. "What?! I said _almost_, alright? Okay, next round. They seemed really unsure what to do when we launched, so let's try the inside/outside launch this time. Arika and Ellen, you guys can launch Kiara and I forward and we'll see how it goes from there. That good with you all?"

They all smiled and nodded. "Sync?"

"Sync."

They all lined up again, but not to silence this time. Ellen was well aware of the crowd's cheers and yells all around her. Will gave the ref a thumbs up and Paladin's captain gave a grim nod. There was the whistle, and the crowd went wild.

Will and Kiara set their stances as Arika and Ellen backed up a tad. Will looked to either side of him to nod at the girls, and Ellen looked at Arika. Arika looked ready and sure of herself; she'd practiced this launch more than enough times to do it well. With a jolt, Ellen realized she had never used this particular launch in training before. '_Aw, crap...'_ Ellen thought as Arika began to lower her gravity hammer, and Ellen followed her motions. Ellen saw that she was a split second too late as Arika's hammer hit the ground first. Granted, Ellen was just barely late, but the inside/outside launch needed to be in perfect sync to work.

Will went flying to the left from the impact of Arika's gravity hammer, as Kiara went flying to the right from Ellen's later impact. Ellen cursed under her breath as she activated her sword and took off towards the center of the court, Arika right behind her.

"**What the hell was that?!**" Arika yelled.

"You know I've never done that launch before!" Ellen turned to see Will and Kiara flash back to the respawn point as Paladin was full-on rushing towards the bomb. "Keep 'em off my back, okay?" she called to Arika.

"**What're you going to do?"** Ellen didn't answer, but put on another burst of speed. She shook her head slightly, as though shaking the past minute's failure from herself.

She ducked and rolled past Paladin's Tank, not even taking the time to score the kill as he lost his balance. Keeping low to the ground to avoid the wild swords swinging at her, Ellen scooped up the bomb. She looked down at her arms and legs that had suddenly turned a bright orange.

Her radio crackled, and it was Jackson's strained voice that came through. She saw out of the corner of her eye that he had stood up, and he looked incredibly anxious. "**Listen, to me, okay? Will's too far back; he doesn't have a chance. Take it slow, but you need to-"**

"Rothe! We've already got the lead, why is this point suddenly so-" she leaped out of the way of a swinging gravity hammer and rolled to the side, "-damn important?"

"**Every single point is important, Thompson. Don't get over confident. **_**You**_** have to score this point. Their Hybrid's clueless and has a weak left side. Take advantage of that.**" He paused, thinking, while Ellen painstakingly worked her way towards the goal. She now saw Kiara out of the corner of her eye. "**If you don't screw this up, it's a truce.…mostly. Ish. Alright?**"

Ellen didn't answer with words. Instead, she looked around. She spotted the clueless Hybrid that Jackson had mentioned guarding the goal. He was a giant hulk of a guy, and had his feet planted as Arika danced lightly around him. He spread his boots with loud clangs on the floor as he raised his hammer over his head. Ellen smirked behind her helmet.

"You said that last time. But don't worry; I got this." She sprinted towards them as Arika basically teased the Hybrid. Ellen waited for her opening. Arika took a few steps back from her friend the Hulk. That's when Ellen put on a great burst of speed and skill. As she came right in front of the Hybrid, she dropped down onto her side and slid smoothly under his legs and towards the goal.

Ellen managed to score an extra bonus at the same time, only due to pure luck. His gravity hammer came down right as she was back on her feet and beginning to run again. She caught the edge of the shockwave perfectly, giving her an extra launch.

She was mere feet from the goal pad, so she threw the bomb. As the explosion went off, so did the crowd. Ellen flung her hands in the air as she caught her breath, a giant grin beneath her back-to-blue helmet. She closed her eyes, breathing heavily from the sudden adrenaline rush and the sprint. She brought her hands down to her knees and opened her eyes to find Will standing right in front of her.

Her eyes widened and she did a comical double-take. "Will?! What- but I thought- you were- were you behind me the entire time?!"

"Oh, indeed I was, Miss Ellie," he said with a wide smile, "and that was one fine piece of running. Didn't know you had it in you."

"Pure luck, yes it was." Will laughed a little and began jogging back to the starting point for the next round. Without turning around, he waved Ellen forward to follow him back to their side.

The game was incredibly smooth from that point on. They'd only scored two points, but they'd already proven early in the game to both Paladin and the crowd that they could easily come out on top. Now, that isn't to say they didn't have to work hard. It's more like… from then on Rampancy was more of a team.

There was one small scare in the fourth round when Arika - who was guarding Will at the time - caught the edge of a gravity hammer. That left Will to simply try to outrun Paladin, which failed only because he was outnumbered at the moment. Ellen would never admit it, but she probably could have caught Paladin's Runner before he made it if she'd been more responsive. She hadn't been expecting them to make a move, meaning he made it past her. Also meaning Paladin scored a point. She was sure Jackson would point it out sometime in the future, though.

Will and Kiara pulled off a fantastic launch that scored them the last point of the game. It was just a simple mid-action launch, but it was timed and positioned perfectly. Will only came a foot or two off of the ground, and he flew fast enough to catch Paladin off-guard. He slid to a stop right in front of the goal and simply dropped the bomb into the goal. He didn't even have to toss it.

Ellen grinned at the amazing feeling of achievement the crowd's cheers gave her. Not even Jackson's ever present glare (although admittedly a little less caveman-like since Ellen scored) could dampen her spirits. She and the rest of the team took off their helmets for some fresh air, and she saw matching triumphant grins on each of their faces. She gave the girls hugs, and Will a high five.

Ellen felt her face would crack with her smile when she spotted Alex emerging from the crazy crowd. It was different seeing him in just a t-shirt and shorts, rather than his usual armor. His hurt ankle was wrapped, and he wore a flip-flop on that foot instead of a sneaker. Despite the slight limp, Alex made his way out to the team rather quickly and he was smiling wildly as though he himself had scored the winning point. He practically skipped up to Ellen and gave her one of his one-armed hugs.

"Ellie! That second point! Oh my god; I never knew you made such a good Runner! I can't believe you pulled that off! You just know that's going to be tomorrow's headline," he said excitedly. He had to practically yell to be heard over the crowd. Ellen loved how excited he was; she got caught up in it too.

She gave him a quick friendly kiss on the cheek, pulled back and replied, "Thanks! It was definitely a great game, huh? We missed you out there, though!" He smiled, a slight blush on his cheeks that her kiss left behind, gave her a high five, and turned to congratulate the rest of the team.

Ellen smiled contentedly to herself as she watched her team. Kiara was so excited and amazed; first professional games did that to you. Arika seemed triumphant; either with the game itself or her individual actions Ellen didn't know. Will made a better team captain than Ellen expected, and now his smile was proud and smug as he recapped their best moments of the day to anyone who would listen. Poor Coach had been dragged over in front of a TV camera, but he didn't look too sore about it. Being interviewed about your team's win probably isn't the most humbling thing on earth. One could have even seen a smile almost twitching at the corners of Jackson's lips.

Ellen just laughed to herself - out of joy, the adrenaline rush, triumph, or slight insanity, she couldn't tell you - as she surveyed her Grifball family.


	21. Chapter 20: New Signings

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the latest update in the Grifball: Running Rampant saga, and with it comes some important news, hidden within the plot of the chapter. Hint, the title is a bit of an indicator! Also, hope you all saw the latest episode of Red vs Blue, and, like me, thought it was incredible. Strangely it wasn't the end that stole the show for me, but the beginning, and if you have seen it then you'll know what I mean, even if you don't necessarily agree with me! Finally looks like we're getting somewhere with the plot! Anyway, I've gone off on a bit of a tangent there! Here, without further ado, is the new chapter!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty – New Signings<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Sometimes talking to you is like talking to myself: pretty damned annoying." <em>― Richelle Mead, _Last Sacrifice_

* * *

><p>Coach Anderson walked into an empty meeting room, his team following behind him, sitting down around the table after a small gesture on his part, the coach then making his way to the head of the table and taking his own seat, his expression serious and unforgiving.<p>

"You've beaten both Siren and Paladin now, and you have a lot to be proud of, but I don't want that getting to your heads. Neither team can even compare to what you'll be going up against when the season starts, as Alex, Will and Jackson can tell you."

He noticed the Jackson's smirk at these words, no doubt directed at his lack of belief in his female teammates, and their ability to comprehend the sort of talent that our opposition has when the league began. Then again, maybe, in this one instance, Anderson could agree with him. The girls had never faces the likes of Maverick, Castle, Majestic or Slipspace. They couldn't possibly imagine, particularly after emerging as victors in their past two games, how difficult some of their matches were going to be.

But it was his job to educate them.

"Paladin will, in all probability, be struggling in a relegation battle yet again this year. Siren consisted of a team of newly signed players from the amateur leagues, no matter if they were some of the best players those leagues had to offer. If you go up against Majestic or Slipsace, expecting to meet a similar level of opposition, you're going to be brought crashing back to earth. Hard."

He could see the amused disbelief on the faces of the three girls, each attentive and respectfully listening to him, but he could see that they didn't really believe him. How could they? They hadn't suffered a _real _setback in their time at Rampancy, Alex's ankle injury notwithstanding.

"I know you have trouble believing me, but I've coached at the very highest level for a good few years now, and even if you don't believe me, I hope that you'll trust me on this. You need to work hard. You _all _need to work harder. The next time we go up against a team like Paladin, I don't want us to just beat them; I want us to _annihilate _them. We need to let people know that Rampancy are a team to be feared this year."

He could see them beginning to grow restless, and reflected on how quickly a team could let a few victories, and friendly victories at that, go to their heads. With the added problem of the current divide between Alex and Jackson, the two former friends barely speaking to one another ever since Alex's injury, except when absolutely necessary, Anderson knew that they were going to be hard pressed to get a result out of the first game where they came up against decent opposition.

His next announcement wasn't going to make this task any easier.

"With the new season coming up, and the fact that we've already suffered an injury in the pre-season, no matter how minor, Mr Sadler has advised our Director of Grifball, Mr Clark Knight (I'm sure you meant him at some point when your own contracts were being negotiated), to start looking into signing two or three new players as cover in the event of injuries. However, at my urging, he looked into a small shortlist I had been compiling, going for players with enough potential to challenge you for your positions, rather than merely signing benchwarmers."

When he finally stopped speaking, there was a brief moment of silence before the table erupted all at once, outright fury on the faces of some (Jackson), confusion on the faces of the others. After waiting for the torrent of noise to abate, which it eventually did, I looked at Will, who seemed to have been the most vocal in his confusion, and nodded to him, signalling for him to voice his question.

"We already have a six-man squad," he said, a snort being issued by Jackson at the word "man", causing Will to roll his eyes in reply, and the rest of the people in the room to stiffen, their eyes narrowing. "Do we really need any more?"

The coach sighed, running his hand through his hair (what little he had at this point anyway, damn male-pattern baldness) and shook his head. "I know it's been our policy in the past to assign each player a secondary position, which they can then cover should an injury occur, but as Mr Sadler informed me, 'Grifball is changing, and Rampancy must change too if it's to keep with the times'. Apparently this is how he means to do so."

"Does this mean we're being replaced?" Kiara asked nervously from the far side of the table, her fingers tapping absent-mindedly against the table's metal surface, clearly ill-at-ease with the news.

Anderson shook his head fervently. "Of course not! These players have all been singed from the amateur leagues, so you won't have to worry whether or not they have more experience than you. If you continue to put in the same level of tenacity and determination that you have up to this point, your places will be safe. You have to look at this positively. Since some of you were our sole players in your particular roles, this should be seen as a chance to better yourself through competition, not an attack on our part on your abilities."

There was another moments silence before Jackson finally spoke up, seeing through his coach's smoke-and-mirrors façade to the heart of the matter. "So, who are they?" he asked tiredly, knowing full well that no matter what answer Anderson had for him, it wouldn't make him happy.

"I'm sorry?" the coach replied, clearly trying to feign confusion at Jackson's question, but his face betrayed his guilt.

"Obviously, the only reason why you'd bring this to us is if they're already in talks with the club, right? After all, there's generally not a lot of paperwork to get through when signing people from the amateur leagues, which is why I assume we're doing this, right, given that the transfer window shuts in a couple of weeks," he stated quietly, his eyes staring down at the table in front of him, not looking up at the coach.

Anderson sagged slightly, sighed, and nodded slowly. "Yes, the clubs have entered talks with a few players. Three, to be exact. Sophie Rush, a Runner, Jamie Evans, a Hybrid and Jason Ayante, a Defender. All of them did pretty well in the amateur leagues last year, I'm sure some of the girls probably came across one or two of them in the past."

He could see Arika and Ellen nodding, while Kiara seemed to perk up slightly at the fact that none of the three new players played as a Tank, meaning that she shouldn't have to suffer much more competition for a place on the team. Jackson, however, looked furious, just as Anderson had known he would be.

"Another female player?" he replied, managing to keep his voice calm, but there was no hiding the rage behind it.

The coach nodded, seeing that it was wise not to mention the fact that Jamie Evans was actually a girl too, thinking that it was probably better for Jackson to take this in small pieces for the time being. "Miss Rush was one of the highest scoring runners in her division last year. She should do well at Rampancy, with Alex and Will here to learn from."

Jackson seemed to calm down slightly at this, no doubt remembering that his two male teammates both shared that position, making the likelihood of Rampancy ever having to call on Sophie Rush negligible, barring the odd substitution or friendly games. It seemed as though he had decided that he could live with that.

Anderson sighed with relief internally, although he refrained from allowing any of this show up in his features, determined not to let Jackson ruin yet another team meeting. Yet again he wondered why he hadn't requested that Jackson hand in a transfer request, he had the pull in Rampancy to get it done, and it would make his life a hell of a lot easier.

_Because he had the drive, _he thought to himself, going through this mental conflict for what must have been the hundredth time. _Because, at the end of the day, he reminds you of how _you _used to have been. Alex and Will might be great players, but they don't live for each game like Jackson does. It's too early to see if any of the girls do, but it's unlikely, as players like that are one in a thousand._

Perhaps he was being foolishly sentimental, and he was fully aware that, one day, his faith in Jackson would rear up and bite him in the ass, but if he wasn't able to hold out for Jackson, then ultimately what was the point. In Jackson he saw everything he had once been, regardless of their different positions and playing styles – that didn't matter – Jackson had the _drive_, and the coach could no more have allowed Jackson to leave Rampancy than he would have allowed his right arm to be cut off.

"They'll be arriving for their medicals over the next few days. You are to be polite and friendly, because, like it or not, they're going to be your teammates from the foreseeable future. Half of you were in their shoes only a while back, remember how it felt. Be helpful."

With that, he motioned for the team to go, and they all go up, some grudgingly, evidently not entirely satisfied with this sudden splurge of information, having settled into the current team dynamic, and despite the whole Jackson situation, not entirely happy at having it upturned.

"Jackson, stay for a minute, I want to talk to you," he ordered, as Jackson made his way to the door, earning a brief "Oooh" from Will until it was silenced by one of Jackson's death-glares.

"Yes, Coach?" he asked, after the others had vacated the room, the now ever-present scowl settling over his face, darkening his features. "What is it?"

"I need you to _try _to be a leader to these new players, ok? This is your chance to start off with a clean slate, and maybe it won't be as colossal a fuck-up as it was with Ellen, Arika and Kiara," Anderson replied, frowning.

"I'll do better, Coach, I promise," Jackson replied after a moment, but his coach was taken aback by the sincerity in his voice, until he continued on. "I'll just be one-third as bad."

With that he turned and left the room, and the coach was forced to sigh, take a seat and place his head in his hands, wondering what on earth he had done to deserve this in his previous life. He just hoped the new signings would be able to adapt to Rampancy's atmosphere. Maybe a miracle would occur, and Jackson would finally cease being such a tremendous pain in the ass, but then again, maybe pigs would fly, and he'd be able to go back in time and become a Grifball pundit, instead of a coach. Those guys had it so much better.

God, the shit he went through for this sport.


	22. Chapter 21: Welcome to the Big Time

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry this is going up late, had work this morning and that kept me from getting this up! However, we've finally got this up, and here it is! We meet four new POV characters, starting off with the fantastic Baldore, and his character, the reporter Desmond Danhar! Also, we'll finally get to see Rampancy's three new players in the flesh, so to speak, with their own POV's coming up very soon! Hope you all enjoy this one, and a big welcome to Baldore as part of the Grifball: Running Rampant writing team!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-One – Welcome to the Big Time<strong>

**Desmond Danhar**

**Written by Baldore**

* * *

><p>"<em>I believe in equality for everyone, except reporters and photographers." <em>― Mahatma Gandhi

* * *

><p>Desmond checked his watch for what seemed like the millionth time. He had already been running late and the stupid line into the conference was not helping. He quickly tried to straighten out his messy brown hair and signature Grifball jacket to presentable levels but still failed, and he sighed once more at having to wait in the line. Seriously, it wasn't even a game, it was a conference so why was there this much security? No one was going to break in!<p>

As the line crept forward a little more, the Imperial March blared from Desmond's phone, signalling a call his partner, Sam Winters. He groaned to himself and flipped his phone out, ready to be chewed out.

**"And just where the HECK are you, Dez?"** Sam's voice cut angrily through the phone. **"Anderson is about to start and you're nowhere to be seen!"**

If there was one thing that Sam was a stickler on and that Desmond was absolutely horrible with, was punctuality (not that he didn't try). So why boos-man had paired them together, Desmond would never know.

"Ummm, yeah." The line inched forward a little so now the elderly guard working the security waved him up. "I'm almost in, save me a spot, please."

"Excuse me, sir, but I need your identification and press pass or you'll have to leave," the guard explained irritably, making the reporter realize that he was holding up the line and he snapped his phone shut with an audible click.

"Got 'em both right here." Desmond produced the two documents triumphantly. The guard took them with an eye roll and the reporter started walking again.

"Hold on a second, Mr Danhar. . ." The guard tapped him on the shoulder. "I'm sorry but your press pass is for a 'Sam Winters'."

"Oh, that's my partner, she's already inside," Desmond quickly explained, "Listen, can we please work this out afterwards? I'm already running behind and I don't want to completely miss the conference."

"Sorry, no can do, kid. I'll call security and we should get it worked out in...say ten minutes or so. Maybe more." He unclipped his radio. "I'd go check it out myself but I'm effectively not allowed to leave my post."

"Look, I really don't have the time for that!" Desmond pleaded but received only a peeved glare in return. Desmond groaned before getting an idea, one best described as a 'half-baked, stupid suicide plan'...well actually that was a little dramatic but it could turn out badly. As in, _being fired _badly, seeing as security generally don't like it when you attempt sneak in to a restricted press conference. But he didn't have a better idea.

"Good Ghandi, did you see that?!" He exclaimed pointing over the guards shoulder.

"C'mon, kid. I wasn't born yesterday. Did you really think that I would fall for that?"

"No, seriously. There's a man right there holding a camera, and trying to jimmy the window lock to get in." Desmond exclaimed, too stressed to come up with a more viable thing. At least it might have been viable, had there actually been a window where he was pointing "And I don't care if you look, it's your job your losing."

"As long as you shut up, fine, I'll look," the guard sighs, turning around. As soon as he did so, Desmond slipped inside ignoring the half-hearted yell of the guard to 'get back here'. He'd explain everything later.

"-a few minutes we'll introduce the three new Rampancy players." Coach Anderson was saying as the tardy reporter slipped into his seat, that Sam had luckily saved for him.

"Really? You're late again?" Sam elbowed him a little harder than necessary in side for emphasis while she finished setting up her camera.

"Not my fault. Jacob's game ran late and then traffic was really slow." He replied, sending an apologetic look to his blue eyed partner as he flipped out his notebook, pen at the ready to jot anything down once the conference started.

"Okay, let's get started then,'' Rampancy's head coach began, causing the entire press assembled to either sit up a little straighter or to adjust themselves and their equipment one last time. "First off, I'd like to thank you all for showing up. The first new player I'll be introducing is Miss. Sophie Rush."

Sophie stood up and waved nervously and her new Coach began telling some of her achievements and stats, though Desmond wasn't really paying attention to that, since he could find most of the facts later. Instead he took the time to observe Miss Rush. She was average height with curly brown hair and glasses. Desmond pegged her as a Runner, a suspicion which was soon confirmed by Anderson.

The next Rampancy member was Jason Ayante. He smiled and waved quite a bit, appearing considerably more confidently then his predecessor. The Defender was tall and wiry, with brown hair and brown eyes. He was also fresh out of the amateurs from a team called the 'Dreamcrushers', which Desmond dully noted was his brother Jacob's rival team, and had several achievements. They were impressive but Desmond wondered how well he'd hold up in the pros.

"Last but not least, is Jamie Evans," Anderson announced as the last person on stage, with long red hair and green eyes waved. Desmond couldn't tell what position she played but he could tell, judging by the size of her biceps, that she wouldn't be one for an energy sword. Maybe another Tank? Coach Anderson continued as soon as the assembled press quieted down, some already talking about Rampancy having a grand total of five female players, informing them of some of her stats and of course her position of Hybrid.

"Now, I guess it's time to take some questions from the floor" the head coach sighed, "Because I know you have the…ah…questions?"

"Dan Smithe, _Grifball United_," the first person called on from the sea of reporters trying to get their questions answered, stated. "Why did you get three new players instead of veterans?"

"Well, for multiple reasons really. With Jackson, Will and Alex, we have three veterans already, Alex of course having won a championship with Maverick a few seasons back already. Since the recent changes in the sport essentially mean that, if teams want to succeed this year, their entire playing styles and method to approaching each and every game is going to have to change. As a result, I thought it was best to buy some of the best young talent out there, rather than buying players who're already at the pinnacle of their abilities."

Anderson takes a breath.

"And, of course, I've seen a lot of potential in these three, and because they're young, it means that they'll be around for a long time yet. I know we were linked with Justin Barkley, of the Whirlwind, and Martin Nuemba of Overdrive, (to be honest, I don't know where you guys get this from) but, while they're great players, they're coming to the end of their careers. We wanted fresh blood, and we wanted them for the future. For Rampancy's future."

"Rupert Gringe, _What's What_," Desmond snorted at the name of the tabloid. Figures that _they'd_ be here, wasting everybody's time with sleazy, unnecessary or just plain rude questions. Stupid paparazzi.

"With a team consisting of both male and female players, are you concerned with the potential of teammates getting up to…ah…extra-curricular activities?" the reporter asked with a wry grin, and Desmond saw the coach's face immediately tighten, glaring at the moronic reporter in fron of him.

"I'm sorry to disappoint your readers, but my players maintain a strictly professional relationship between one another. They are professionals, not teenagers, and they're more than capable of keeping their pants on, if that's what you're asking. At the end of the day, we are a team, and the most important thing for us is the next match, not providing smut for rags to publish. Oh, I apologise, that wasn't entirely fair of me. For your 'esteemed publication' to publish. Next question, and preferably one that isn't a complete waste of my time!"

After several more boring questions and several note pages later, Desmond finally got called on. "Desmond Danhar, _AGLoA_. Do you think that these three new player will be ready before the season starts? After all the pre seasons almost over. And how do you three feel about joining up with Rampancy?" The first part was directed towards the coach and the second towards the players.

"I think they've got a lot of ground to cover, but we wouldn't have signed them if we didn't believe they were up to the challenge. They're not yet at the same level as their teammates, but they've impressed me with the levels of determination and resolve that they've displayed since their signing, and I'm confident that they'll catch up in no time. Anything you'd like to add, guys?"

Jason cut in before his fellow new teammates could say anything. "We're going to be our other teammates' equals. And soon. We're not going to be the ones slowing our team down. You can count on us pulling our own weight."

He glanced at Desmond. "And I feel rather excited more than anything else, actually. Moving up to the major leagues gives you a decent confidence boost."

"Well, I'm on the same page as Coach. I'm thrilled to have a chance to prove myself in the pros," Sophie added with a smile. "It's just such a joy that I was picked up by an awesome team like Rampancy."

The rest of the conference passed being fairly standard, with several odd questions including "What's your favourite coloyr?" (Apparently, Jason's favorite was teal and Sophie's was maroon but 'unfortunately', Desmond didn't catch Jamie's). After a couple other increasingly useless questions, the conference died down and Coach Anderson concluded with a short speech on Rampacy's hopes for the season, only being slightly insulting to the reporters that had 'wasted precious training time', before releasing them.

"So, get any good pictures, Sam?" Desmond asked his partner as he flipped his notebook shut and she folded up her tripod, trying to distract her from her anger at his tardiness. And the best way to do that, he had learned, was to get her talking about photography. While he stunk with a camera and her with a pen, they both had a certain flair and dedication for their respective arts.

"Ooooooh, don't try to get out of this, Dez. I'm still peeved with you being late _yet again_. I mean, do I need to set an alarm for you?" Sam ranted angrily flipped her blond hair over her shoulder, like she normally did when she was ticked at her partner. Which was a good chunk of the time. "And yes, I did. You know why? Because I got here _on time!_"

"Jeez, sorry. It wasn't my-" Desmond cut himself off from the glare she gave him and changed his train of thought. If looks could kill, then the reporter would be currently be planning his own funeral. "Sorry, sorry, it won't happen again."

"We both know it will, but just at least try, Dez," Sam sighed, following Demond out the exit, the latter of the two getting an angry glare from the security guard. Desmond gave him the 'be right there' sign and the guard threw his arms up in frustration. "And stop apologizing and just fix it."

"I will, I will. I'm really sorry. Whoops, I meant that, I'll try," he reassured her, trying not to apologize. "I promise."

"Good," the photographer replied, an edge still in her voice as she got into her car. "Anyway, I'll see back at headquarters, if you can manage not to be late to _that_. And watch out for any Grifball arenas, Dez, nobody wants a repeat of your driving like last time."

"Okay, I'll be there soon but I have to clear something up with security first." Sam gave him a puzzled look before driving off with Desmond yelling at her about the arena incident. She was never gonna let him live that one down, would she? "And that really wasn't my fault! The car malfunctioned!"

"Sure it did, Dez! Whatever helps you sleep at night!"

With that, he walked back to the security booth, looking over his notes but with one prominent thought really repeating in his mind.

_They couldn't arrest him for sneaking in...could they?_


	23. Chapter 22: First Day Trolling

**(A/N) Okay guys, sorry about the massive delay between now and our last update. We've been working hard on getting Phase One: Genesis finished, and had a slight mix up with deadlines, but we're back on track now, and expect normal update schedules to resume, perhaps even an extra chapter this week to make up for the updates we missed. Here is our first experience with Jamie Evans, Rampancy's new Hybrid, written by CinderPelt. Hopefully we'll be seeing a lot more of both in the time to come!**

**Enjoy! **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Two – First Day Trolling<strong>

**Jamie Evans**

**Written by CinderPelt**

* * *

><p>"<em>I solemnly swear that I am up to no good." <em>― J.K. Rowling, _Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban_

* * *

><p>Jamie scanned the training floor, hopping from foot to foot excitedly; one thought flashing through her mind.<p>

_Do NOT screw this up._

The three new players had been led into the Rampancy training area maybe half an hour ago at the most. The wide area was already being used by the original team line-up, all of whom kept glancing at the newbies in a very 'we think we're discreet but are really obvious' kind of way.

She'd been introduced to her two companions, Sophie, an enthusiastic girl who seemed as excited as Jamie was herself to finally be in the big time. Well, maybe not _quite _as excited. Jamie doubted that she'd nearly crashed her car after finding out about the rule change. Or again when being phoned up by Coach Anderson.

And then there was the male recruit, Jason. He seemed friendly enough, had shaken her hand in a pretty straightforward manner, eyes hinting at some kind of wild mischief there. A kindred spirit or a potential threat? Jamie wasn't quite sure.

They'd been introduced to Rampancy themselves earlier, the Captain, Jackson, perhaps greeting both her and Jason with a bit more enthusiasm and a slightly warmer tone then he seemed to have used with Sophie, the slight not going unnoticed, her expression had grown noticeably colder. Jamie reckoned that Jackson still didn't realise that she was in fact, a girl. _This should be amusing_, she had thought, grinning underneath her new set of blue training armour. And of course, there was the fact that they played the same position.

"Good to meet you, Jason, James," he'd smiled, perhaps thinking that Jamie was a shortened form of James. "Miss Rush." His words had grown sharper, a slightly dangerous edge in his voice as he very reluctantly shook her hand, Coach Anderson watching him with the eyes of a hawk.

Alex, the Runner, had been exactly as the papers had predicted he would be, looking each of them up and down, head tilted, perhaps wondering which of them he could get close to. Jamie repressed a laugh as she saw him glancing them up and down again, not even attempting subtly.

Will himself had grinned, acting no different to any of them, something that seemed to have put the other two, as well as Jamie herself, at ease. There was just some form of warmness, like an aura, that Will seemed to be giving out.

The three girls had seemed pleased enough with the group, eyeing them critically at first, but eventually laughing and smiling and talking normally enough. Maybe after being convinced that the trio wasn't just there to steal their positions. Jamie could guess that Jackson would be happy to replace the trio of girls, though maybe not with Sophie, or indeed Jamie herself. However, she was saving that little coup de grace for later.

Now, she was training hard, swinging her hammer around in a wide, deadly arc as she ducked and twirled, the dummy's surrounding having made the rather fatal error of being _her _dummies. Now, she was determined to show the group precisely why she had been selected by Coachy for this job.

One unlucky dummy had his entire face caved inwards as her hammer, aimed at his legs, redirected in mid arc to smash into his face. The reverse swing, brought on by recoil, broke another dummy's legs clean off, before the blade on one end buried itself deep within a third victim, ahem, dummy's throat. As she stood slowly, the three dummy's falling away in a perfect triangle, she looked around, already looking for more.

She threw herself into another group, whipping her sword from her belt at the same time, the deadly, yet flawless arc of plasma erupting directly into a plastic neck, before a simple twitch of the wrist severed the unlucky head. At the same time, she swung her hammer, not nearly with enough length to hit the target she was aiming at. She could almost imagine the cocky smirk on its face as it watched potential death for the however many-eth time be narrowly avoided.

And of course, it was a mere coincidence that the look was nearly identical to that of a certain father of hers.

Jackson looked over, a smirk on his lips, perhaps noticing the lack of hammer available to hit what she wanted it to. Perfect. Just what she wanted. Jackson watching. Her lips pulled up into a smirk behind her visor, black highlights almost reflecting the light cast upon them as she executed her signature move.

Halfway through the swing, she released the hammer, felt the smooth length slide up her palm until with a snap, she was holding a much more extended hammer. With a shout of victory, she felt it connect solidly with the now much less arrogant looking dummy and felt its chest give way beneath the force of her blow, until the entire chest cavity split in a line and the entire dummy broke into two pieces before her.

In the same movement, she deftly swung the hammer around and threw it forwards, watching it break solidly through the neck of a final dummy, pausing to breathe heavily as she observed the carnage around her, multiple dummy's lying on the floor in broken, disjointed parts.

She was almost surprised at how hard she was breathing. She hadn't even noticed how much the extravagant showing off had taken from her physically.

_Up yours, Dad,_ she thought with vicious triumph.

Walking over almost victoriously, Jamie reached down, grasping the handle of the hammer, sticking up like a flag of victory from the carnage. Jamie thought absently of some brass memorial to a long forgotten war she'd seen in Washington once as she easily picked up the blade. She stood there for a second, imagining dramatic music playing in the background, cheering and a slow motion sunset rising in the background. And maybe some lens flares.

Her fantasy was abruptly cut off as she almost tripped over a dummy leg as she walked away from the wreckage. Cursing, she flushed behind her visor and looked up in mild surprise as Jackson walked over, no longer smirking, an almost genuine smile on his face.

"Now _that's _how it's done. Maybe the _ladies,"_ he placed a lot of emphasis on that word, "can take some notes, eh James?"

Now, a normal person would have simply corrected him politely, or apologetically.

However, Jamie Evans, was not normal. She was, in fact, a troll. A master troll, of epic proportions.

So, it was in her nature, to reach up and be the biggest asshole since Jackson himself had first walked onto a Grifball pitch.

Smiling perhaps a little too happily than the situation warranted, she pulled her helmet off, shook her hair out and, savouring the look of stunned horror on Jackson's face, said with the exact same amount of arrogance that he used regularly, said "Thanks, but it's just Jamie."

Shaking his rather limp hand and giggling at the fact that if his jaw was any lower, it'd be on the other side of the equator, she walked back to her training, and noticing Alex looking her up and down even more now that she'd removed her helmet. The girls all seemed to be grinning rather a lot and were that suppressed giggles Jamie thought she saw, as she walked away from the rather stunned Captain, savouring the moment. Will covered his mouth with his hand, trying to prevent any noises that would encourage his Captain's wrath, though the shaking in his shoulders betrayed his true feelings.

Jackson was noticeably harsher after that.

It was almost tiny things. He'd scoff at the slightest mishandling of a weapon. He'd scowl when any of the three recruits made even the slightest sign of slowing down. He worked them into the ground, almost obsessively furious with the rookies, forcing them to their absolute limits.

It didn't seem to escape anyone's notice that even though Jackson would criticize Jason, he'd reserve his especially livid comments for Sophie, or Jamie. Jamie had by now guessed that Jackson wasn't a "live and let live" kind of guy.

Eventually, things got rather heated.

It was rather simple. Jamie's leg was absolutely killing her. She needed a break. Jogging over to the side, she sat down, noticing one of the original line-up also sat there.

"Ellen, right?" she asked, smiling, taking a large and refreshing gulp of water, trying not to drink it with too much desperation. Ellen grinned.

"Yep. That's the one. Jamie?" Jamie nodded. "Not bad out there. I particularly enjoyed Jackson getting taken down a peg."

Jamie laughed. "Well, that's the way I work, unfortunately for him."

Ellen's grin widened. "You two are going to get along _juuuuuuuust fine. _I can tell."

Before Jamie could reply, a growl sounded from behind her. "This is a sports arena. Not a playground." She recognized Jackson's voice. Slowly, she turned on her seat, wishing that she had a white cat.

"Ah, Mr Rothe, I've been expecting you."

Let it not be said that Jamie was definitely a first class troll. There was complete silence for about three seconds, before both Ellen and Jamie burst into hysterical giggles. Jackson's scowl deepened until he finally snapped. Apparently, he'd had enough.

"Do you think this is a joke?!" he spat at them. "Perhaps it's escaped the notice of you girls, but the men are practicing for a league! We actually intend to win, instead of sitting around talking about polishing each other's nails and whatever it is you lot want to waste our valuable positions talking about!"

Jamie wasn't surprised he wasn't praising her earlier performance anymore. Ellen too, had apparently had enough.

"You know what!?" she spat back with equal ferocity. "I've had it with your endless sexism! Because that's what it is, Jackson! Sexism! An unwarranted attack upon women and only women. We've all seen it. Yeah, Jason gets a few comments, but Sophie and Jamie here get your endless whining comments! Be a Captain or get lost."

Jackson swelled like an angry bullfrog. "It isn't sexism if you _girls,_" the phrase seemed to be like poison to him. "Can't play."

"Correct me if I'm wrong," Jamie said slowly, a smirk on her lips, "But I believe you said my performance was and correct me if I'm wrong Jackson, 'How it's done.' Was that only until you realised that I was in fact a girl and that you had, in fact, complimented a girl?"

The entire room had gone silent. Jackson whirled around, knowing he was pinned here. The girls around the room seemed almost viciously satisfied at seeing their Captain finally getting told what was what. Jason glanced around several times, apparently unsure of what to say. Jackson looked to Will and Alex, his oldest supporters on the team, for any means of assistance, but they just stood there, impassive.

Jackson seemed to know he was beaten. "Fine," he yelled. "If you lot want to drag this team down, fine. Call me back when you lot actually reach the decision to try and win something. Or if you even can."

Turning, he stormed from the room. Ellen went to follow him, but Alex put a hand on her shoulder, saying something that Jamie couldn't hear. Instead of following their erstwhile Captain, Ellen settled for yelling at him.

"You're the one dragging this team down Jackson!"

Shortly after, the group finished their session, Coach finishing it early, for an unfathomable reason. Jamie savoured the moment happily, remembering Jackson's face when he realised that he'd complimented a girl.

After all, she could already tell that getting an actual compliment from Jackson happened at about the same frequency that Vesuvius erupted.


	24. Chapter 23: The New Kids

**(A/N) Hi guys, once again, I'd like to apologise about the huge delay between the last chapter and this one. Had a laptop related incident this weekend, which, to keep it short, resulted in me now relying on college computers for the foreseeable future, at least for editing purposes. However, we're back, and some of you may have noticed the debut of our second fic in our Freelancer Saga trilogy, Phase Two: Betrayal, and if not, head on over and check it out! We've got some huge things planned for it! **

**But back to Grifball, and Team Rampancy, as they continue to adjust to having new players on the team, and to this end we'll be looking through the eyes of Arika Myles, written, as always, by the marvellous TunelessLyric. The next update will go up on Friday, and I swear, there will be no more delays from here on out! Normal update schedule had resumed!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Three - The New Kids<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p><em>"Ask not what your teammates can do for you, ask what you can do for your teammates." -<em> Magic Johnson

* * *

><p>Arika flopped into her seat with a low groan, not fully able to believe it. Of all the places in the city that the others could have chosen to meet up at, she had to find herself back in the damn café. This really was a testament to her luck.<p>

"What's up?" Ellen asked from across the table. She slung her sweater around the back of her chair, calmly responding to her friend's distress.

"I'm ba-ack," Arika sing-songed melodramatically, shaking her head slowly to emphasise her frustration.

Will glanced quizzically at her while Kiara frowned, confused. Alex stared off into space, apparently taking no notice of the on-going conversation. Indeed, he had been quiet throughout the whole journey to the café. Something was off with him, but Arika was too absorbed in her own lamentations to comment.

"This is where I lost a day of my life interviewing agents," she explained. "Their coffee is horrible. The service is even worse."

"Well," said Kiara, shrugging and attempting to steer the conversation back to more cheerful topics, "What did you all think of the new guys?"

"I think they show promise," Will said, barely letting the words get out of the redhead's mouth, nodding eagerly with a toothy smile across his face.

Arika pondered over each of the new Rampancy members critically. Jason was kind of a dick, and god knows they already had enough of that with Jackson. The last thing they needed was some idiot to take his side. Sophie could be hard to motivate at times, was that a good trait to have? Probably not. Jamie seemed to have a history of taking arguments too far, again, the Jackson thing came to mind in relation.

But that wasn't fair. How could she focus totally on their bad characteristics? That would be highly hypocritical, from her of all people. After all, no one was perfect. Everyone had their own individual strengths and weaknesses.

"Glad to see someone shares my views," commented Ellen, smiling over at Will, who blushed slightly and looked away.

Arika was saved from adding to the conversation when a waiter appeared next to them, poised to take their orders. She avoided the crappy coffee this time around, opting for Earl Grey instead. Her teammates followed her advice with the exception of Alex, who seemed to barely notice the waiter in front of him, mumbling "Coffee" in a dead voice. As soon as the waiter flounced off, orders in hand, the conversation resumed.

"I like Jamie," Kiara volunteered shyly, still not entirely used to being part of the team. "She seems like fun."

At the other Tank's words, Arika mentally slapped herself for not taking part in the discussion. "She could probably give me a run for my money with a grav hammer."

Will nodded slowly, with Ellen mimicking him more enthusiastically. "She's a great Hybrid," she agreed.

"Glad to have another Defender on the team, Ellie?" asked Arika, out of genuine curiosity.

"Are you worried you'll get less playing time?" Will added. "Because you shouldn't be."

She waved her hand airily, shrugging any hints of concern. "That's up to Coach. But, no, it's nice to have others to train with. Hell, it makes sense. Injuries happen, and I wouldn't want to have to rely on any of you to fill in my boots," she replied, laughing as she did so.

"Agreed," Arika said, smiling warmly, before continuing. "We're totally going to kick the other teams' asses this season."

The waiter returned with a tray of hot drinks, passing them out and leaving. Arika thanked him warmly, noting that he, at least, managed to keep a smile on his face and deliver their orders relatively promptly, unlike those who had been working their at her previous visit. Perhaps this place wasn't without its redeeming features, she mused silently to herself.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Will returned, cautioning them, his experience making itself known. "We still have some kinks to work out."

The veteran's words brought back a flood of memories from earlier in the day. Jackson storming out of the training room. Ellen questioning his abilities to lead the team. Arika's surge of jealousy at him. He didn't know what he had; she would have given anything to be the team's captain.

"We'll get there." Kiara took a sip of her tea, the warmth flooding into her cheeks as she did so.

"Yeah, I mean, it was a close game with Siren, but that was only our first game." Ellen almost gets through the sentence without a sideways glance at Alex. Almost.

The Runner's face hardened at the reference to his injury, but he glares resolutely at his coffee. "You weren't kidding, Arika. This _is_ shitty."

She spread her hands in mock apology. "I hate to say _I told you so_, but… I told you so."

"So do you think the new players are going to mess up the dynamics of the team?" Ellen asked, seeming to sense her misstep, perhaps realising that with the mood Alex was currently in, he didn't need any extra riling up.

Arika laughed at that. "Where have you been? I'm pretty sure the team dynamics are more that messed up as it is. Our captain hates more than half of the team and almost everyone who joined this season hates him already."

Kiara shifted uncomfortably in her seat. "It would be nice if everyone got along. How are we supposed to win games like this?"

Will shook his head and toyed with his napkin, not answering, but then again, what sort of answer could he have offered? They _couldn't _be expected to win games, if they couldn't even work together in training. As much as it hurt Arika to admit it, if they didn't sort out their Jackson problem real soon, their season was going to bomb.

"People need to trust their captain's judgment. How can you do that if he doesn't think his players are capable?" Ellen replied shortly, her brow furrowed and her words containing more than a little bite.

Arika found herself nodding in agreement with Ellen. She took a drink of her tea to avoid Will's gaze. He and Alex had been friends with Jackson for years. Today must have really shaken them up. She couldn't help but notice that while they hadn't jumped to his defence, they hadn't said anything against him either.

Loyalty dies hard, she noted sadly. As if Jackson deserved any of it.

Silence fell uncomfortably on the Grifball players. They sat quietly and tried to catch one another's eyes for a few awkward minutes, but no one spoke up, as a feeling of embarrassment and uncertainty held sway over the table. Finally, Arika couldn't take it anymore.

"Anyone know who our next match is against?" she asked a little loudly, in an attempt to diffuse the current atmosphere.

Alex gave a noncommittal shrug. Will looked thoughtful. Kiara frowned in concentration. Ellen tore a strip off her napkin and dabbed at the side of her cup. Essentially, no one volunteered anything even remotely close to an answer.

"Someone _has_ to have an idea," the Tank went on, trying to rouse them into a conversation once more. "Heretic?"

"Please, no one plays them this early in the pre-season," Ellen scoffed. "They're at the other end of the galaxy!"

Pushing down her irritation, Arika sighed and laughed it off. "I know that, but come on, don't make me carry the conversation. You guys have any ideas?"

Kiara said, "I think it might be Slipspace."

"No it isn't," objected Will. "We won't play them any earlier than the fourth round, they'll want to rest up after taking last season's title. It's definitely gonna be Vortex."

Ellen stared blankly at him. "No, I would remember if we were scheduled to play them. My uncle's a bit of a Vortex nut. I'm putting my money on Phoenix."

Arika groaned. "Those guys are HUGE! They'll kill us!"

"Coach wouldn't agree to make us play them in our next game. It's Maverick."

And on it went. Eventually, everyone agreed that it wasn't any of those teams. But no one seemed to know who it actually was. One thing was easy to tell, however. Alex didn't seem interested in speculating. Arika wasn't sure if the others had noticed his uncharacteristic quietness, but she was beginning to get slightly worried.

"Hey, Alex? You planning on letting us chat without you?" Ellen finally asked, cutting across Will's question about Kiara's sword-work.

The Runner seemed to come out of his reverie, blinking slowly. "Uh, just listening." He glanced down at his coffee, now cold and only half-drunk.

"Really, you don't have anything to add about the newbies?" Arika asked with a laugh. "Come on, I expected you to be raving about their good looks at least."

He shrugged. Arika exchanged looks with the others, seeing they were worried as well for him.

"What's up, man?" Will leaned his elbows on the table.

Alex shrugged again. "Nothing. Just… " He trails off, appearing to be composing his thoughts. He fished in his pocket, removed his hand and slapped down some change on the table, before adding; "I just have to go."

"What are you talking about?" asked Ellen. "We just got here. I thought you said you weren't doing anything this afternoon."

He stood and looked down at them, running his hand through his hair nervously, fidgeting with anticipation. "I have to talk to Jackson," he muttered quietly. Alex hurried out of the coffee bar without so much as a backward glance or wave.

Ellen watched him go, looking as though she was going to chase him at first. She shrugged and turned back to face Arika. "That was a bit weird," she commented.

Will and Kiara joined the Tank in agreement. She checked the time. Still early afternoon. Loads of time to do some running around while she was in town. She drained her tea and stood up.

"Are you abandoning us with little to no explanation as well?" Kiara asked in mock-exasperation, shaking her head wearily.

Arika laughed. "Whatever it was with Alex is probably not that important. Don't worry about it. You know how he gets. But no, I have to get groceries and stuff. I'll catch you later." She also left payment at her empty place on the table. As she made her way between tables, she waved over her shoulder to her teammates.

Pushing out the door, she couldn't help but think that maybe she was being optimistic about Alex. She had never seen him so subdued. Shaking her head, she began to walk briskly in the direction of the grocery store, pushing her concerns over her teammate aside.


	25. Chapter 24: And It All Breaks Down

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry this is coming up slightly late, as usual, but I think you're beginning to acclimatise to my…delayed updating. But hey, at least you can all read through it now, and I promise that it's worth the wait, because this chapter pretty much sparks off our next story arc, and the reactions to this chapter are what will be fuelling the next couple of chapters. Interest piqued? Well hell, here you go! Written by the fantastic BrambleStar14, I can promise that this will be well worth the time spent reading it!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Four – And It All Breaks Down<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>You are a time bomb. And I have no intention of being around for the boom." <em>- Mike Ehrmantraut

* * *

><p>Alex walked up the street rapidly, hood up and avoiding contact with anyone else. It wouldn't do to be recognized right now. His steps were carefully controlled as he headed towards his destination with both finality and dread in his head. He knew it would have come down to this eventually, but now he had no choice. He knew that he had worried the others when he'd left the cafe like that, but at that point, manners and his teammates weren't exactly on his mind. Except for one.<p>

He turned and walked towards the familiar building, clenching his fists for a second, before releasing the tension. With any luck, this wouldn't end violently. With luck. As a familiar twinge of pain ran up his leg, he recalled that _luck_hadn't really been on his side lately. Walking forwards, he tried not to think about the fallout that this decision could cause. For a start, he doubted any of his teammates would talk to him for a while. Kiara, Will, Arika and Ellen. He didn't know the others well. He had specifically not gotten to know them for this exact eventuality.

He hesitated for a second, standing outside the door. This was the exact moment that he could make his decision. If he went through with this, he had very little doubt he wouldn't go back. He thought of his teammates for a second, all of them. His friends. He stopped quickly. It was too painful. He turned around to go, when the choice was taken out of his hands. Jackson opened the door to his apartment.

Jackson seemed to have taken a lot of things into his own hands lately, Alex reflected with absolutely _no_bitterness whatsoever.

"Alex?" Jackson asked in surprise. _Yeah_, Alex thought viciously. After not speaking to you for a few weeks, I suddenly show up? Don't get comfortable. However, he said none of these things. Instead, he spoke with a controlled aura of calmness.

"Jackson. Can I come in? We need to talk." Jackson looked bewildered but nodded as he stepped back, allowing Alex to walk into the apartment. He wouldn't be there long. But, there was still time to change his mind. He turned around to face his erstwhile Captain, who was closing the door, watching Alex carefully.

"What's up?" he asked cautiously, brow furrowed. Alex sighed heavily, before shaking his head. He'd try one last time. If it didn't work then... well, they'd go from there.

"Jackson, it's about the team. Let me put this, quite plainly. You need to sort your shit out." Jackson blinked in surprise and went to speak, but Alex was having none of it, not this time. "No, Jackson, I'm serious. You need to man up and accept that the girls are here to stay. You need to accept that we have more women than men, you need to accept that we have new recruits and you need to actually be able to take challenges to your position!" Alex hadn't even realised he was shouting until he had finished.

Jackson recovered within seconds of the attack, face twisting into a furious grimace. "Why should I? It's obvious after that game!" he spat. "That those girls are going to cost us everything that we have worked for! Rampancy, gone up in flames! Because we put the team in their hands!"

"Last time I checked, Captain," Alex replied easily," you were in charge. But, oh yeah, your position is crumbling a little. You continually threaten the team and injured a mate. One of your best mates. Thanks for that, by the way."

Jackson snorted. "Oh yeah. I forgot. Your 'sprained' leg. How dramatic! Well, it won us the game, didn't it? What else matters?"

Alex sighed. He wasn't going to get through to Jackson while he was in this mood. He turned and began to pace around the room, keeping an eye on Jackson the whole time. It occurred to his that this was the most they'd spoken for a very long while. For a moment, he was filled with fleeting sadness, though the emotion was gone the second he looked at Jackson's furious features. He had gone too far this time.

"What else? No idea. Only perhaps, your bloody friends, you moron!" He was shouting again. "You're just so self-centred, obsessed with impressing your damn father that you hurt everyone around you! You're tearing Rampancy into shreds, Jackson!"

Jackson seemed thrown.

"I'm tearing it apart?" he repeated incredulously, face livid, contorted with rage. "I'm doing nothing! Those girls, and you two obsessed with them, are the ones destroying the team! And Coach just sits there, content as can be, happy in the knowledge that, at least Rampancy is going down in _equality!_" he stormed, before panting heavily. It appeared that he had temporarily exhausted his rage.

Alex was unrelenting. "Who starts the arguments? You do. Who is the one who can always turn the mood sour with a few words or even just a facial expression? You. Who injured his friends for a sport match. A pre-season _friendly_match. You did. Noticing a link, mate? It's you. It's all you and unless you change, it will always be you."

He sat down heavily on the sofa Jackson had against the wall, head in his hands. "We're all at breaking point here, Jackson. What do you want from us? How do you expect this to pan out? Go on, I'm riveted. I really want to hear this." He paused, watching Jackson with falsely bright interest. Jackson scowled at him.

"I don't know, Alex. But if the girls stay on Rampancy, we won't be getting anywhere anytime soon!" He broke off as Alex stood up, pointing a finger accusingly.

"There you go again! Jackson, it's more like if YOU stay on the team, we won't be getting anywhere. It's your attitude dragging us down and I'm not certain I want to be a part of it anymore." He stopped suddenly. Jackson looked stunned, brow creasing as his eyes widened. Alex might have found the situation funny if he wasn't so deadly serious.

"Yeah, Jackson, that's right. You're forcing everyone to the point where they are literally beginning to consider unthinkable actions. I don't want to go to Coach, but I will."

"Alex, wait a second. Think about this from my perspective!" Jackson almost pleaded. Almost. Pleading wasn't in Jackson's style. Alex was through with this charade.

"I'm done thinking about your perspective, Jackson," Alex commented easily, ignoring Jackson's obviously rising blood pressure. "I'm done with you. It's over. Because it's all led to this one, hasn't it Jackson. I could have ignored it as first. It was little things the whole team could have potentially ignored. But it got worse and worse, didn't it? And now we're led to this point. Jackson, what is it all for? Rampancy? Or perhaps your Captaincy feels threatened? Are you afraid of something? Because are you so worried that I'll end up taking your place if you continue, but you know no other way to act? Or are you terrified that Arika would make a better Captain then you?"

That did it. The next thing Alex knew, he was on the floor, tasting blood in his mouth, pain exploding in his jaw, racing straight to his brain and causing him to groan loudly. Jackson had very clearly hit him in the face, very hard. Alex groaned again and rolled onto his back, looking up at Jackson, who was staring at him with barely concealed fury.

"How dare you!" he raged. "I do everything for Rampancy! I carried the game! Those girls are destroying it all! And you're too blind to see it!"

Alex got to his feet slowly, rubbing his jaw with his left hand and examining the red streak on his hand after he pulled it away. He grinned to himself. It looked like Jackson had finally reached a decision. Looking up at Jackson, he pulled his hand back and swung it solidly into Jackson's temple, knocking him backwards with a shout. Seconds later, Alex jumped forwards again, slamming a palm into Jackson's nose this time, sending his head snapping back with a fine spray of red mist.

Alex stepped back as Jackson collapsed over the back of his sofa, groaning slightly as blood slowly ran down his face.

"You're poison," Alex spoke with venom, spitting blood at Jackson's feet as he glared up at Alex with hateful eyes, trying to get up. "You ruin everything you touch. Well, guess what? We're through." He turned and walked away slowly, feeling almost as though a great weight was lifting from his shoulders. Now that he'd made his decision, he felt a lot better, allowing a genuine smile across his face, despite the wound on his cheek and the groaning form of his ex best friend behind him.

"So that's it, is it?" Jackson yelled behind him, causing Alex to pause in the doorway. "You know what, why not leave? Just get out of Rampancy then if it's so damn horrific there! See if I care!" Alex smirked to himself in victory. He had hoped Jackson would say something along those lines.

"Sure thing. You won't see me at training from now on." Jackson stopped moving behind him and Alex turned, eyebrows raised, to see Jackson propping himself up on his elbows, some other emotion breaking through his rage that Alex neither cared nor wanted to see.

"But, where will you go? What- what will you do, Alex?" He sounded stunned beyond belief. Alex wasn't surprised. Here was one of his oldest friends and one of his oldest supporters walking out on him. But then again, it had been obvious that it was leading to this for quite a while now. He responded with something that he never really thought he'd have to say again, but he was Alex Cross, so it was no doubt coming.

"I'll find another team. I'm used to that, aren't I?" He tried not to think of Ellen and the rest. It hurt too much. Jackson tried to stand, legs still weak.

"Alex," he rasped slowly, but Alex was done.

"Fuck you, Rothe," he spat blood again, hoping that the lack of the nickname Jacky, or even Jackson, or a mocking Captain. They were truly done now. Alex walked out, leaving Jackson on that sour note as he didn't even slam the door, walking away from the ruins behind him.

As he walked away from both the building housing his battered ex-Captain and his decision, he pulled out his phone and called his agent.

"It's Alex," he spoke, turning for a second to the window several floors up, possibly only imagining the silhouette he thought he saw there, watching him. "I need a transfer. I don't care where. Just get me out of Rampancy."


	26. Chapter 25: Fatigued

**(A/N) Hey guys! Sorry that this is going up so late and slightly out of schedule, but we've had a heap of deadline problems recently, and as a result things are being a bit problematic. However, we're doing our best to get everything up and running once more, so just bear with us for the time being. Another chapter from one of our new characters, this time Sophie Rush, Rampancy's new Defender, provides the POV, written by our long-time collaborator LanaLlama!**

**Enjoy! **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Five – Fatigued<strong>

**Sophie Rush**

**Written by LanaLlama**

* * *

><p><em>"Never tire yourself more than necessary, even if you have to found a culture on the fatigue of your bones." - <em>Antonin Artaud

* * *

><p>The rain was only a light drizzle as Sophie stepped out from the training arena, her back pack hanging lazily from one shoulder. She took her time freeing her bicycle from its chain and setting off at a slow pace. Her muscles ached more than she had known they could. Today had been exhausting in all senses of the word, and if every day was going to be like this, she wasn't sure she would be able to keep going. It had to get easier, right?<p>

She kept her head ducked against the rain and pedalled harder; a little more determined to get home once the rain had begun to pick up. It was late, dark was setting in about her and the cold seeped in beneath her coat. Annie would probably be home now, most likely with a warm dinner that Sophie wasn't sure she'd be able to eat. Her stomach churned at the idea of one of her sisters ready meals. Her heart was in the right place, but she really wasn't much of a cook. Perhaps she should pick something up? But she had to be healthy if she was going to survive being on Rampancy.

The whole day had been crazy; certainly not the best start to her new team. Most of them had been nice, with the obvious exception of Jackson. He seemed pretty damn determined to stop her and the other newbies in their tracks, or at least, the female ones, but just what was he trying to get at? Jackson seemed to think that none of them belonged there or even had any chance of improving.

Just thinking about the guy and his actions was enough to sour Sophie's mood and put a frown on her face. It's not like she wanted to hate him or anything, he was her captain after all, but it was hard for her to ever get on with anyone so arrogant and narcissistic after the way she had grown up. For now the brunette was hoping that she could give him the benefit of the doubt and hope that it was just because of whatever it was that had happened with the team-mate that she hadn't met yet.

Cars whistled past her bike while she whistled past the odd few civilians that had chosen to walk in the rain. Sophie did try to smile at those that did think to look her way when she rode past, which wasn't often, making a lot of room for her to ponder just how she would ever be able to work like the others did. They were a team and knew each other, which is one of the reasons why she had loved working with her amateur team – Griffin – They had all grown together from day one, this team was just a mess of people thrown together.

She turned the corner sharply, breaks screeching and gravel spraying up; her apartment building loomed before her, the lights in the windows three floors up placed a smile on Sophie's face. It always felt right to return to her cramped little apartment, even if it brought stress in most cases.

Sliding from the seat easily she stumbled with her bike and dragged it into the nearby shed before slinking into her apartment, calling out to her sister as she slammed the door behind her.

"You want something to eat? I betch'ya been training hard!" The blonde haired girl pranced from the kitchen, still wearing her school uniform and smiling as though she were a mother who couldn't be more proud.

It was hard not smile at her little sister; Sophie dropped her backpack where she stood and offered her arms for a hug.

"Mhmm, and I should carry on." If she were to ever catch up with the others, she would have to keep going. "You want to get the Wii-X out?" It was probably the kindest way to refuse Annie's food.

"As long as it's one of the dancing games, sure!" And just like that the younger girls mind had switched tracks and was ready for a different kind of fun that wasn't cooking. At least she tried, which was more than Sophie could say for some people.

"Great, you order some pizza while I shower." At the last word the brunette crinkled her nose to emphasize the fact that she had been training and did in fact stink of sweat. She didn't plan to eat more than a slice herself, but Annie was always willing to eat the whole thing and then burn the lot off in the next hour.

It didn't take long for them to get to the point where, once again Sophie was sweating and glaring at the arrows flying across the screen in front of her, while Annie laughed and hopped around the mat that she stood on, feet moving every which way.

So maybe this wasn't helping the frizzy haired woman get better at Grifball itself, but she was keeping herself in shape. She wanted to match the others, sure, but as long as she was on the team and stayed on the team long enough to pay their bills, she really didn't care.

"Keep up Sophie!" Her sister jeered, barely moving her eyes from the screen. It was moments like this that mattered more than being the best on the team. She would have to work out where this fine line sat, and train to get there and keep up with it. She was fast, there was no denying that, but she sure as hell couldn't swing a hammer in the same way the other professionals did.

She let herself laugh and put all of her remaining energy into following the pattern on screen, but unlike her sister, she just didn't have the rhythm to flow through her body and direct it. The moment the song ended she stumbled back a few steps from the mat and collapsed on the sofa, right next to the pizza box filled with crusts. That was always one thing that the two sisters had agreed on, and that probably came from their father informing them that it made their hair curl. It was some old superstition that he had always believed and liked to tease Sophie about.

"Come on lazy bones." Annie stood before her, hands on hips, looking impressive as the scores exploded to life behind her. Sophie raised an eyebrow.

"I've been training all day."

"And I've been at school, get up" Still brunette and her tired body refused.

"Speaking of school, do you have homework?" She hated to ruin her sister's fun, but she needed an excuse to get out of doing any more of the ridiculous dancing that machine made her do. They had got the console because it was cheap, and just ridiculously easy to get games for.

"I might have some I could do if we got through another dance," she taunted her sister, bouncing on the balls of her feet just out of reach. The response she got was a weak shake of the head. If there was one thing Annie liked more than pizza it was getting her own way, just like the rest of the family.

"I'm going to lift some weights in a minute; we can talk while we work?" She offered this as a cautious question, knowing that sometimes it was a sensitive matter how Annie worked. Fortunately she had played the right cards today and was graced with the blonde whirling about to turn the machine off and prance into her room to get her notebook.

Sophie let out a sigh of relief and prised herself from the sofa that was becoming more comfortable by the second. Her muscles still ached plenty, but at least it was mostly her legs that pained her. The pizza box was quickly disposed of and Sophie entered her room to find her sister on her bed, legs already folded underneath herself and hair in a messy bun that kept it out of the way, but looked absolutely ridiculous on the girl.

"So mom's got a night-shift again," were Annie's first, soft spoken words that showed that more concentration was aimed at the scrawled words in her notebook.

"I noticed that when she didn't come to yell about the noise." A delicate laugh arose from Annie that reminded Sophie, in that moment, just how small and fragile her sister was. A sense of nostalgia seemed to hit in the moment that she flopped down on the bed beside her sister, hair flaring out starkly against the white sheets. "She won't be doing that for much longer at least."

It was hard to muster the energy to get up and pull the weights out from beneath her bed, Sophie felt, at that very moment, like just lying there and talking like they used to, before things got hectic.

"Thanks to you." Annie had already got herself distracted by the work she had been given, a frown of, not quite confusion, but annoyance that the questions existed.

Silence took over then, and they remained side by side, each lost to the swirling abyss that was thoughts, their family, how things would play out. Evidently something had begun to plague the younger girls thoughts, her pen tapped against the paper, never once laying down a word, and she picked at her nails, as though trying to put the thought off.

"Are you going to move out soon?" Her innocence struck Sophie, just from the sound of the question, and she had to stop the train of thought that rolled along and shove it back from where it had come to actually think about this somewhat. She hadn't stopped to consider living on her own, but somewhere closer to the arena would be nice; she wouldn't have to disturb Annie or her mom with her ridiculous schedule or the training at home, and she could have things set out in her own perfect way, something she hadn't had the chance to do before.

"I don't know." Sophie softly admitted, sitting up to finally get moving and start lifting those weights. She would never last long if she couldn't even swing the hammer properly. "It's not something I've thought about." Honesty was another big point of their relationship, and Sophie never had trouble sharing much with Annie, after all, they've spent a lot of their lives cooped up in a small area together and telling each other all about their love lives and who did what, just so that there was never any tension between the two of them. Sophie didn't like to shout much.

"You'll tell me if you ever start considering it, right?" It was times like this that Sophie had to remind herself that Annie was still a teenager, one who doubted every move she made, from the thickness of her eyeliner to the boy she sat next to in class right down to the exact words she said to her friends.

"You know I would." Sophie's head ducked beneath the bed, muffling her words. She soon resurfaced tugging with her a set of silver, shining dumbbells that hadn't been used in such a long time. It explained why she lacked the upper body strength to play the sport as well as some of the others on her team. She gave her sister a small, reassuring smile as she tugged her hair back to tie the brown bush in place behind her. It just didn't seem to work so well this time around. The thought seemed to stay with them both and dangle a certain tension between the two of them so that their words never quite made it to the air.

The pair worked at their own thing, Sophie counting her reps as quietly as she could and Annie scribbling and scratching on the page until the pair had both tired of their work; Sophie could lift no more and Annie's brain had tired. The digital clock resting on the dresser read 12:09 in large red letters and words failed them both; there wasn't even enough in them to say goodnight as they settled down, and Annie left.

The older of the sisters wanted to say something, yet found it hard to get anything past her lips other than a small murmur that went unheard. Maybe this was why she wasn't ever going to get any further in the sport, here she failed to do what most others would; she faltered and fell, where others would merely falter.

She never had to work to run as fast as she did, she just naturally had legs that moved in a rhythm that tripled her heart beat, sometimes multiplied by more, but now that Sophie had to work, she got lost in the sheer effort that had to be put in, which is why as soon as Annie was out of her room the brunette picked up her dumbbells and kept going, despite everything else that was within her telling her to put them down. Sure, she hurt, sure her arms ached even more than her legs now, but wasn't that what made the others so much better?

It did eventually come to a point where she found it impossible to lift the dumbbell again that night, at which point she just rolled it back under the bed with her foot and crawled under the covers, weary.


	27. Chapter 26: Repairing the Cracks

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry about the delay in getting this chapter up. Unfortunately one of our writers has been ill, and as a result we've been forced to move past their chapter, incorporating it instead into this one, but hopefully they'll soon be back on their feet, gearing up for their next chapter! Not going to delay you much further, as I'm sure you're all chomping at the bit to read through this new chapter, I just wanted to take a moment to let you know that we're currently looking for applications for our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal, for Freelancer OCs, 479er, the Counselor and Agent Washington. Those interested should either head on over to our forum (The Freelancer Collaboration) and fill out the necessary form, along with an Author's Application form. Applications will close on the 1****st**** of January, 2014.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Six – Repairing the Cracks<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Either we're a team or we aren't. Either you trust me or you don't." <em>― Ally Carter,_ Heist Society_

* * *

><p>Coach Anderson narrowed his eyes as he looked up and down the line of assembled players, noticing, with a frown, that one appeared to be absent.<p>

"Rothe!" he barked, and the captain started, not quite sure why the Coach had targeted him out.

"Yes sir?" Jackson asked, clad in full training armour, barring his helmet, which was tucked underneath his shoulder. He stood between Will and Jason, evidently keen to keep as much distance between himself and his female teammates as possible, and his coach struggled against the urge to roll his eyes.

"Where's Alex? He better have an excuse better than 'I was out last night and am hungover' this time, because it's really getting old," Anderson commented, earning a few sniggers from the assembled players. Jackson's face suddenly froze in place, and the coach immediately knew that something was wrong.

"I don't know, Coach. Haven't seen him since the last session," he replied, coolly and calmly, and Anderson's brain pinged. _He's lying._

He was used to Jackson's ticks by now, and the captain always kept immaculate control of his emotions when he was lying. So much so, that it immediately drew attention to him, as Jackson's typical behaviour was more centred around barely controlled – and often, uncontrolled – rage. But two could play at that game, and the coach was far better at masking his true feelings than Jackson was.

He merely nodded to the captain, listed out the groundwork that they would be covering that day to the team, and then signalled for the coaching team to take over, letting Mark Campbell, their offensive coach, begin the training session, running through some energy sword feints with them.

He walked over to Jackson, who hadn't taken his eyes off him the entire time, and jerked his head towards a nearby door, which would bring them into one of the rooms they used to view past Grifball matches. Without waiting to see whether or not his captain was following him, the coach marched over to the door and deftly opened it, sidling inside, Jackson following him with only a slight hint of hesitation.

When the door shut behind the two of them, Anderson slowly turned around, his face stern. "What's going on, Jackson," he asked, and this time the trace of humour that had previously been present in his questioning was gone, and in its place lay a stern, barely suppressed anger, tinged with concern. "What happened with Alex?"

Jackson's fists clenched slightly as Anderson mentioned Alex's name, and the coach took careful note of this reflex, the sense of concern growing within him as every second passed. "I don't know what you're talking about, sir," he replied, straight-faced, staring directly into Anderson's eyes. If you hadn't known Jackson, you'd have believed him. Fortunately, Anderson _did _know him, and as a result remained somewhat unconvinced.

"Cut the crap, Rothe, you know you're a terrible liar. Remember that time Alex convinced you, Will and Anthony to sneak out after our cup game away to Gauntlet on Haven? And I, of course, caught you guys before you had made it more than ten meters outside the lift, and how successfully did your 'we were just stretching out legs' story go down?" Coach paused for a brief moment to take a breath, and Jackson didn't take this opportunity to reply, knowing that the question was meant rhetorically.

"You can't lie to me, Jackson. It's the only reason why I trust you!"

Jackson started angrily at that, and this time his fists clenched fully as he spat out his reply. "If I thought it was important, Coach, I'd have told you. Whatever happened between me and Alex is our business, and you should be concentrating on more important things."

Anderson just sighed, shaking his head wearily. "Oh well, here we go again."

"Just because you don't want to hear something, doesn't mean that it's not true! Sure, Alex isn't here today. He pulls that kind of crap all the time, and you've never made a big deal about it before! So how about we forget about him, get back to actually training, because those girls fucking need it, and next time you see Alex, tell him to stay the fuck away from me. Next time I see him, it's not going to end prettily." Jackson trailed off after this, his rant over, breathing heavily, as his coach just stared at him in interest, his head cocked to one side.

"So you had a fight," Anderson summarised. "And he probably popped you one, given the bruises on the side of your head that I, very tactfully, chose not to ask about. Where is he now?"

Jackson shrugged, his eyes flashing dangerously. "How am I supposed to know?" he asked, gesturing wildly. "I'm not his mother, or his babysitter! He can do whatever the hell he likes, even if it involves giving up on the team. He's not a kid, Coach. He's made his bed."

Anderson froze, reading between the lines of Jackson's speech. "Giving up on the team?" he asked wearily, a sense of unease creeping up his spin. "Fuck, Jackson, what's going on?"

Jackson appeared to hesitate, looking down at the ground, clearly uncomfortable, but when he looked back up at his coach, Anderson could see the rage in his eyes once more. "He's quitting," Jackson spat, his voice laden with venom. "He's saying that he's done with Rampancy."

Anderson stood still for a moment as he processed these words, then shook his head and swore. "Son of a bitch!" he declared, then turned away from Jackson, whipping out his cell phone, dialling up Clark Knight, Rampancy's Director of Grifball.

Knight answered on the second ring. "_Ja_?" he asked, in a crisp German accent, betraying the heritage his grandparents had sought to hide when they had emigrated and changed their names to the more American-sounding "Knight", clearly unaware of the torrent of rage that was about to be unleashed on him. "This is Clark Knight speaking, how can I help?"

"Clark, it's Ryan," the coach muttered into the phone, and by the pause on the other end of the line clearly indicated that this call hadn't been _all _that unexpected.

"Ah, Herr Anderson! How can I help you?" The words sounded forced and insincere to Anderson's ears, and he decided to put an end to this exchange of pleasantries.

"I've heard that one of my players wishes to leave the club," he murmured into the phone, his knuckles whitening as they gripped the phone. "Now, I know that this is impossible, because I would have been informed the _second _a transfer request was handed in, isn't that right?"

The pause stretched on for what felt like forever.

"Vell, Herr Anderson, ve actually _have _received a transfer request from one of ze players, but Herr Sadler gave the order that you vere not to be informed of this situation." He paused, clearly conflicted, before adding, "I'm sorry, Ryan, but he's the one payink me, at the end of the day. It vas out of my hands."

"Of course, Clark," Anderson replied, rolling his eyes even though the Director wasn't here to see it. "I'm _sure _there was nothing that you could have done. Hey, next time you head up to that beach-house of yours, or go out on your yacht, or hell, to that penthouse you own on Byzantium, you just pour yourself a glass of bourbon and think about how you _screwed _one of your few friends over!"

He was shouting know, and could feel Jackson's amusement radiating from the other side of the room, so he stuck out his free hand and flipped his captain the bird, ending his phone call with the other. He stormed out of the room, Jackson hot on his heels, and passed through the training hall, giving a curt nod to the players and pausing to whisper a few words in his assistant, Paul Meywood's, ear.

Moving on, he left the room, and exited the building through the side entrance, his car – a gleaming matte red Capri – unlocking itself as it sensed him walking towards it. He opened the door, and was getting in when a shout rang out behind him, and he looked up to see Jackson, still in full training armour, running up to him.

"Hey, Coach!" he yelled, panting, and Ryan smirked internally, while keeping his frosty demeanour on the outside. "What's the deal? Where are you going?"

"Off to find Alex and knock some sense into him," Anderson replied curtly, sitting into his car and shutting the door, pressing the ignition button and smiling as the Capri roared into life all around him. He lowered the driver's side window as he reversed out of his parking space, shouting out to Jackson, "Paul's going to run today's training. Do what he says, and for God's sake, _behave _yourself. I don't want to have to blacken your _other _eye!"

With that he sped off, leaving Jackson alone in the parking lot, and he wondered how he was ever going to get his team under control. If it wasn't Jackson, it was Alex, and if it wasn't Alex, it'd be one of the girls, or Board of Director's, or Mr Sadler. At least Will had rarely ever given him trouble. That kid was one of a kind, he reflected as he passed through lanes of traffic, pulling out onto a motorway and making full use of his Capri's speed, and his thoughts turned to how he was going to approach this situation.

* * *

><p>It wasn't long before he was standing outside Alex's apartment, pounding on the door impatiently. A few moments later the door was opened slightly, Alex peering out through the crack, but Anderson pushed forward, forcing his way into the place, leaving Alex with little choice but to give way.<p>

"Hey, Coach," he said, nervously, clearly wary of this intruder, and not certain of how to approach the situation. "I…I guess you've heard."

His coach turned to him, and expression of confusion on his face. "I'm sorry, Alex? Heard what? I was just wondering why you weren't present for training today, that's all."

Alex's eyes glanced up at the clock on the far side of the room, its glowing digital letters spelling out **9:30a.m. **They both knew that training had only begun an hour ago, and it would have taken Anderson at least half of that to get here from their training grounds.

"Ah," Alex replied, pausing as he searched for a plausible excuse. "I was…sick. That was it. Sick."

Anderson raised a thick eyebrow, expressing his doubts. "Well, you look fine now. What was it, a swift recovery? Some new hit-and-run illness?"

Alex seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, before shaking his head and sighing, bracing himself for the worst. "Let's cut the crap, Coach," he said, fists clenching and unclenching, "We both know why you're here. They told you I handed in a transfer request, right?"

"Wrong!" Anderson snapped, and his Runner jumped, startled by this sudden change in tone. "They didn't tell me anything, because Sadler told them not to, and I'm imagining that that had been down to your agent! The only reason why I heard about it was because Jackson was acting off!"

Alex snorted. "What, Jackson acting off? When has he ever acted 'on'? When he's bitching about his teammates, or injuring them, or putting his own ego before the team? Fuck him."

"At least he's showing some loyalty!" the coach exploded, his face flushing a deep crimson. "At least he's showing some _gratitude_ to the team that made him what he is today! _I_ brought you here Alex, argued down all of your doubters and nay-sayers, all of those who thought your personal history made you too much of a deadweight. Is this how you repay me? You couldn't come and talk to me, try and sort out whatever it is that's driving you away?"

Alex crossed his arms, his face souring. "You wouldn't pick me over _him_, Coach, everyone knows that. What good would talking have done?"

Anderson gestured helplessly around him, baffled. "What, this is about _Jackson_?! I thought you two were friends?! You've never had any problems before!" He began to calm down, now looking more weary than angry, shaking his head slowly.

"Alex, what the hell is going on?"

The Runner looked away, his jaw clenched, before turning back to Anderson. "What's _wrong _is that Jackson is a Grade-A asshole," he replied, angrily. "He's tearing the team apart with all of his negativity, and you're doing _nothing _about it! Do you not see how he's treating the girls? Nothing that they do is good enough for him, and it's wearing them down! One day, they're just going to break down and prove him right, and I don't want to be around to see it happen. Rampancy used to _mean _something for me, Coach. Now it just makes me feel sick."

"Alex…" the coach began, soothingly, but the Runner flared up again at the sound of his voice, and lashed out.

"Don't you 'Alex' me! _You _should have sorted this out by now! You shouldn't just be allowing this to happen! We need _leadership_, Ryan, and at the moment both our captain and coach are failing at that. Let me ask you this: if anyone other than Jackson was pulling this sort of shit, would you be so laidback about it?"

Anderson opened his mouth, about to argue, but Alex didn't give him the chance.

"Of course you wouldn't! Everyone knows he's your superstar, your protégé, your goddamn favourite! So _that's _why I'm leaving! Because I know you're going to side with him, and I'm fed up of listening to his shit!"

Rant finished, the Runner walked away and picked a bottle of whiskey off a nearby countertop, swigging back the contents with a sigh of satisfaction. Anderson watched him for a moment, his eyes narrowed, before sighing.

"You're right," he conceded, and Alex barked a laugh, taking another swig of alcohol. "I've given Jackson too much freedom lately, and it's been hard on the girls. I do have my reasons though, and they're not the ones that you're thinking of."

Alex snorted, but Anderson held up his hand, silencing him. "You know that I played Grifball before coaching, I'm not going to bore you with the stats, but I was pretty damn good, Alex. Some even claimed that I was one of the best Defenders of my time, if not of _all _time. I've never been that pig-headed to believe any of that, but I was a _damn_ good player, make no mistake."

He trailed off for a second, before refocusing, shaking his head free of any daydreams that lingered. "There was this one guy, though, that stood out to me above all the others that I played against. Hell, I goddamn _worshipped _him. Eli Ferrars. You may have heard of him. He was, and still is, not just the best Runner, but the best player that I have ever seen."

Alex stirred impatiently, but Anderson shot him a sharp glare, stopping him in his tracks. "Now, Eli was black, and born on one of the backwater Outer Colony planets were racism was still alive and strong, in Grifball especially. All his life, people told him that he'd never make it, that a 'blacky' could never play Grifball, not well, not professionally, but he stood his ground and proved them wrong. One day, after we played his team, Redecker, he and I went out for drinks. He told me something that has always stuck with me, and given me hope in adversity."

He paused again, mainly for dramatic effect, before continuing.

"He told me that if he hadn't been told, time and time again, that he wasn't good enough, that he'd never make it, that he was going to fail, just like everyone else of his kind, then he wouldn't have been filled with the desire to prove his doubters wrong. He wouldn't have had the desire that made him such a great player, that made him get up each time he was knocked down to try again. _That's _why I didn't stop Jackson. I can only do so much with the girls, but the desire to prove Jackson wrong, the desire to overcome the odds, will do more than I ever could."

Alex stared at him, silent and appraising, before finally speaking up. "That's all well and good, Coach, but it's affecting Jackson's game, and it's affecting the _team's _game. What are you going to do about that?"

The coach smiled tiredly and shook his head, amused. "You leave that to me, Alex. All that I'm asking you to do is to trust me. After everything we've been through, after everything we've _overcome_, do you think you can do that?"

A pause, a moment of tension, before Alex's outer walls began to crumble, and he nodded. His coach smiled, a proffered his hand for his Runner to shake, which he promptly did so.

"Then let's have no more of this 'quitting' business, eh?" Anderson said, smiling widely. "Welcome back to Rampancy, Cross."

_You just leave Jackson to me._


	28. Chapter 27: Restoration of Faith

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry that the "Friday" chapter is only getting put up now, but at least it's one that's worthy of the wait you guys have had to go through! The first part of another two-part chapter, courtesy of Lili-Hunter and featuring everyone's favourite - or…well, least favourite - captain, Jackson Rothe! To make up for recent delays, the second half of this chapter will go up tomorrow!**

**Also, just continuing to remind people, in case you're unsure or simply just tuning in for the first time, that we're currently looking for writers for the second half of our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal. Those interested should head onto our forum, titled "The Freelancer Collaboration", and fill out an Author Application form, and then the relevant character application form. Submissions close on the 1st of January, 2014, so make sure to have your applications in by then.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Seven <strong>**_– _****Restoration of Faith**

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"When you've done something wrong, admit it and be sorry. No one in history has ever choked to death from swallowing their pride." <em>– Nishan Panwar

* * *

><p>The tension in the men's locker room was damn near palpable.<p>

Jackson focused on strapping his blue and steel-grey armour on, his movements jerking and robotic. Will looked paler than usual, and was throwing his own training armour on so fast that Jackson half-wondered how he wasn't getting burned by the friction. Alex remained quietly by his own locker, rifling through it for his helmet and steadfastly ignoring them both.

Eventually, Will snatched his Recon-style helmet and scuttled away, glancing almost nervously between the pair that he was leaving behind. It was clear that the Rampancy Runner had absolutely zero intention of sticking around for the inevitable explosion between them, and Jackson was almost annoyed. Almost. Because it meant that he had to talk to Alex… and a small part of him didn't want to do it. But he was captain. He _had_ to.

"Look, Alex…" he began.

Jackson was unexpectedly cut off as his ex-best-friend looked at him coldly in the eye. "No," he said bluntly.

The Hybrid stood, his hands clenching unconsciously into fists at his sides. "What do you mean, 'no'?" he asked, irritation sparking at the abrupt dismissal.

"I mean, _no_. You don't get to start with me, Jackson. I'm not going to listen to you, not until you apologize." Alex was back to not looking at him again, instead staring into the depths of his locker like he'd found the meaning of life stuffed in the back.

"Apologize?" he laughed, his tone both disgusted and surprised. "What _for_?"

"'What for?'" Alex echoed incredulously, spinning to face him. Jackson was only slightly taken aback by the lines of rage drawn across his expression. "'_What for?_' How about for being an asshole? For spraining my ankle! For being unfair to the girls! For being a shitty captain and making me want to quit the team! For-"

"Fine, I get it!" Jackson interrupted, "For God's sake, would you just stop being a girl for _one fucking second_ and let me-"

"Would you just pull your head out of your ass for once?" Alex retorted, his green eyes flashing with barely-contained anger. "God, can you even make it two seconds without being a sexist _dick?_"

Fury blazed to life inside Jackson's chest, his head practically buzzing with the pent-up rage. Jackson had had enough of Alex's shit. He stepped forward, shoving Alex roughly.

The Runner fell back against the lockers with a bang, his expression morphing into a furious anger that echoed Jackson's own. His response came a second later, shoving him back with a strength that sent the Hybrid reeling.

Jackson could count on the fingers of one hand the times that he and Alex had gotten into it – like, _really_ gotten into it. Not just pushing and shoving, but breaking each other's noses and leaving bruises that had lasted for weeks. All but one time had taken place when they were drunk out of their minds and furious at the other for reasons they never remembered when sober. The other time, of course, had taken place only a few days ago.

And he could feel it; the tension that crackled between them, the moment of indecision before a fight turned into a _fight_. "Alex," he growled, "Don't do this."

"Do what, Jackson?" The Rampancy Runner seemed almost exhausted, if his tone was anything to go by. "You're the one who started this."

Point taken. Jackson straightened, running his hands agitatedly through his hair as he summoned the only words he could use to explain. "Alex, man, I-"

"What, Jackson? What could you _possibly_ have to say to me?"

"For God's sake, Al, I'm trying to _apologize!_" he yelled, the words bursting out from his throat. And maybe throwing each other around wasn't exactly a conventional apology, but with Jackson Rothe, that was about as good as it got.

But Alex didn't look happy to hear it. He didn't even look surprised, or angry, or even disappointed. He simply stared back at Jackson with an expression that clearly said he was all too tired of his friend having things to apologize for. "Well, you're not doing a very good job," he said flatly.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Jackson asked, frustration threading between his words.

"It means, _Jacky_," – and Jackson hated the way that his friend's old nickname for him was used so mockingly – "that apologizing to me doesn't mean anything. Not when we both know that nothing's gonna change."

"Hey, guys?"

Jackson had just opened his mouth to reply, but at the new voice he snapped it shut so fast that his teeth clicked together painfully. Both men turned to face the newcomer.

It was the new kid, Jason. He had his helmet magnetized to his back, and his brown hair was sticking out everywhere, much like Will's always did. One eyebrow was raised, and he looked only slightly taken aback. Jackson flushed, half embarrassed and half angry, when he realized that the rest of the team could probably have heard their small fight from outside.

"Coach says that training's about to begin, so…" Jason trailed off, hooking a thumb over his shoulder and offering them both a cocky grin.

Jackson grunted. "We'll be there in a minute."

But Alex brushed past him and said, "We'll be there now." Jason disappeared into the hallway, and Al hesitated. He didn't turn his head – didn't face him, or even look at him, and for some reason that was harder to swallow than if he'd spun and shouted abuse at him. "You want my forgiveness, mate," he began softly, "you're gonna have to prove that you deserve it."

"How?" Jackson's reply was short and clipped. But, come _on_. He only barely understood that what he'd done was wrong – so how the hell was he supposed to know how to make it up to him?

Al's gaze rose, and he seemed to chew over his words for a short second. But then he sighed, and shook his head minutely, his response scathing, "Prove that you're not an arrogant dickhead and can actually change, I suppose."

Alex disappeared, but Jackson took a moment before following. "Damn it," he growled, and stomped after him.

* * *

><p>Will flicked his wrist, sending Jackson's energy sword sliding down the length of his own in a shower of plasma. Neither man flinched. The Rampancy Runner stepped back only to swing at his unprotected chest, slicing him open with casual efficiency. Fire raced across his skin in a long, diagonal stripe from shoulder to hip; Jackson grunted at the unexpected flash of pain, the world around him darkening swiftly before he was respawned at the other end of the room.<p>

Will frowned at him as he jogged back, more confused and thoughtful than angry, though he didn't say anything. Jackson clenched his jaw, and took up a defensive stance in front of him once more.

These past few days, that had practically been the limit of his interaction with the rest of the team – stunted conversations conveyed through the barest changes in expression. Jackson had no desire to speak with the girls – stuck-up, self-obsessed, arrogant and generally bitchy – though he'd made some attempt to speak with Sophie, Jamie, and Jason when they'd first arrived. Though, the brief conversation had not lasted much longer than the time it took to introduce himself as their captain and tell them that, in no uncertain terms, he didn't think that they deserved to be here – but that they'd better prove him wrong. That last bit had been directed at Jason more than anyone else, the only one in the amateur trio that would be even capable of meeting his standards. They'd shared confused glances, and Jackson had later spotted them talking to Arika. The furtive looks sent his way had been more than enough for him to figure out their topic of discussion.

Alex and Will had made no effort to talk to him since the former's return, other than this morning – but Jackson wasn't sure if the near-fight counted. There was no doubt in his mind that Al was still royally pissed, but for some reason, he just couldn't get a read on Will, especially since the Runner seemed to be avoiding him lately. It frustrated him to no end, but that was just how it was.

Of course, he hadn't forgotten what they had done. Or, rather, _hadn't _done. The way that they had averted their gazes and sealed their lips when he'd turned to them, furious but silently pleading for back-up, as the team had spat insults and thrown accusations as he'd stood, practically defenseless, before them. Jackson had thought that, at the very least, his friends would have protested when Ellen had called his leadership skills into question – after all, how many times had he led their sorry asses to victory? Too many to count.

And yet they had remained silent, and denied him the only help he'd ever asked for.

So, yeah – '_furious' _didn't even begin to cover it. Jackson could have added more to the list every day – 'betrayed', for a start, followed shortly by 'indignant' and 'plagued by vaguely murderous urges' – but he didn't think he'd ever even get close to unraveling the clusterfuck of emotions that made him feel slightly nauseous whenever he looked at either of them.

Hence the silence and the avoidance.

Jackson was abruptly thrown from his thoughts when the whistle blew, and both men turned to face Coach Anderson. He had been surveying them all, looking frustrated, but then barked out an order when he had their collective attention. "Switch!"

Will sheathed his sword, and turned to his next partner without a backwards glance. The tense line of his shoulders relaxed as he walked away, and Jackson felt slightly gratified in knowing that he wasn't the only one finding their interactions awkward.

However, his good mood was quick to fade as he saw his next opponent. Arika, her blue and orange training armour shining under the harsh fluorescent lights. Jackson didn't withhold his disgusted groan. "Really?"

"Really," she said flatly, and her energy sword sparked to life in her hand.

Jackson's eyes narrowed, and he settled into his typical fighting stance: knees slightly bent, feet separated, energy sword flickering and his other hand up and ready to block, fingers slightly curled. Arika mirrored him, and then the whistle blew.

Jackson struck first, slicing at her arm. She leapt back nimbly, and blocked the blow before retaliating with a swipe at his ribs. The Hybrid side-stepped, and then the fight began in earnest.

Arika was good, he'd give her that. She danced nimbly out of the way of his strikes, and had the strength to shove him back before Jackson could gain the upper hand. He grunted in both shock and annoyance, stumbling back before he could regain his balance. Arika's eyes flashed, in what Jackson thought could only have been superiority.

His jaw clenched at the thought, teeth grinding painfully together. Fuck _that_. Arika was everything that he hated, and he just _refused_ to let her show him up. She was an intruder – an unwelcome, unwanted obstacle in his life, and he wanted her – all of them – out.

Jackson didn't have a problem with women. He probably wouldn't even have had a problem with his female teammates if he'd met them off the field. Hell, he might have even bought them drinks. Jackson's issue wasn't with _them, _or even feminism in general – let them have their equality, and their right to vote, and whatever the fuck else it was that they liked to hold protests about.

But the Grifball arena was the one area in which women had absolutely no place. And Jackson fully intended on proving it to everyone else.

His gaze narrowed, focusing solely on Arika until the rest of the world faded away. Perhaps she saw some change in his expression, some subtle shift in her stance, because Arika's grip on her sword tightened in response. Her chin dipped slightly, almost unnoticeable.

But Jackson saw it – saw it for what it was. A _challenge_.

He leapt forward, slicing viciously at her arm. Arika pivoted neatly on her left foot, and his sword whistled past her. Flashes of blue were all the warning that Jackson received before she stabbed at his neck, and he threw up his forearm to crash into her wrist – hopefully jarring it – and stop the blow. Arika bounced back with the movement, momentarily out of harm's way.

This time, she was the first to strike. Her energy sword crackled as she aimed for his unprotected shoulder. Jackson hissed, out of both pain and anger, as the plasma sliced neatly through his shields and into the skin. The blow was not a killing one – or respawning one, as the case may be – but it still hurt like a bitch.

He threw himself backwards, out of her reach. It was only as he regained his footing, turning back to the fight, when he realized what had just happen.

Arika had struck the first blow.

Not him. _Arika._

Surely, someone had dropped a lit match inside his stomach, because the fury that swept through him was _burning_. Fire roared to life, licking up his throat and into his head until he could barely see past the waves of red tainting his vision.

Arika was a _girl_, but she was _kicking his ass_.

Jackson hadn't even commanded his limbs to move, but all of a sudden he was striding across the space between them. His clenched fist swung, aiming to slice diagonally down her body. Arika's sword caught his in mid-air, deflecting it only an inch above her skin. But the strength of his blow swept hers along with it, the two swords locked.

The movement left them only inches away from each other. She seemed to realize it at the same time – but luckily for him, his reflexes were marginally faster. Without time to gather strength by momentum, he simply slammed his right shoulder against hers with all the force he could muster. The red and orange Tank was knocked off-balance, almost falling over but righting herself just in time. As Arika straightened, a smug bolt of pride flashed through him as she glared at him with new loathing, seemingly fueled by her own near-humiliation.

Jackson couldn't help but grin.

She responded with a lightning-fast jab to his left side. The Hybrid moved immediately to block it, but the sudden movement sent a spike of pain lancing through his shoulder. Biting back a grunt of pain, Jackson faltered as the hit landed, slicing open a new, though thin, wound just above his waist.

Arika pressed her advantage, raining blows almost – _almost _– faster than he could deflect them. He gritted his teeth, the movements of his arm awkward as he fought through the throbbing pain – it felt like it was bleeding, even though he knew that the plasma would have cauterized it instantly.

The fight soon came to a swift and frustrating end. Both Arika and Jackson were breathing heavily when it did, and sporting numerous injuries. But still she pressed on, aiming for one last swipe at his neck. Jackson's sword flashed in a small, swift circle – catching her sword at its base and forcing it away from him. He wasn't one to waste time, stepping forward into her personal space, hand clawing for her throat. His sword was poised, ready to slice right through her visor – it would hurt like hell for Arika before she respawned, but a vicious part of Jackson didn't even _care_; she deserved it, the part whispered, for trying to show him up – when Coach's damn whistle blew.

Jackson dropped the sword with a grunt, shoving Arika away from him. Without hesitation, he turned the plasma sword on himself and shoved it through his chest, aiming for a clear killing blow. It winked out of existence as he respawned, appearing at his side as he reappeared at the other end of the room, all injuries freshly healed as though the sword had never even touched his skin. Arika burst into life next to him a moment later, but he moved forward without sparing a glance for the Tank.

Coach Anderson was waiting for them, his arms crossed in front of his chest. He nodded once in acknowledgement as they joined the group, and then cleared his throat. "Listen up, team," he began, and instantly had their attention. Jackson waited for him to continue, reaching up to twist his helmet off and magnetize it to his back. The fresh air was just awesome after breathing the same, filtered oxygen for the last couple of hours – but he was careful not to let the rest of the team see how badly he needed it.

"We have one more day left before the match, and I have bad news. There's been some last minute rescheduling, and we're no longer facing Vortex. They're up against Maverick, and we're up against Team Ares." The Greek God of War, Jackson recognized, snorting internally. How _original_.

"What?" Will asked, taken aback. "They can't do that!"

"They can, and they have," Coach replied gravely.

Jackson cut across him loudly, going straight to the most important information. "Who's in the line-up?"  
>Coach hesitated, but met his gaze evenly. "Arika, Sophie, Jamie, and Will."<p>

Jackson's eyes widened, and there was an argument ready on his tongue even before he'd had enough time to process it. Coach _had _to be kidding. Three women on the team at once – and _two_ of them were rookies! They'd barely been training with Rampancy for a week!

Was Coach _trying _to kill Jackson? And Rampancy?

Just as Jackson opened his mouth to protest, he caught Alex's eye. The Runner was watching him resignedly, and as Jackson dared to glance around the room, he saw that mostly everyone else was, too. Waiting, no doubt, for him to yell and bluster and kick up a fuss, only to be shot down – and, most likely, placed on the bench by Coach for the next couple of games for his insubordination.

Suddenly, Alex's early words trickled, unbidden, into his mind. _You want my forgiveness, mate, you're gonna have to prove that you deserve it._

Jackson snapped his mouth shut, and glared at the floor in silence.

* * *

><p>The late afternoon air was crisp and cool as Jackson exited Rampancy's training facilities, letting the door bang shut behind him. His blue duffel bag, the team name printed on the side, bounced against his side as he walked quickly to the parking lot out back. As expected, his car – a sleek, black, expensive convertible with tinted windows that he felt absolutely no guilt from spending almost everything that he earned in half a year on it, despite Alex and Will rolling their eyes and muttering, "<em>Overcompensating for something, Jackson?<em>" every single damn time they saw it, because it was fucking awesome – was waiting for him.

Unexpectedly, Alex was still there.

Not waiting for him, no – Alex was leaning down over someone's car, grinning like a fool as he, no doubt, flirted with its occupant. Jackson's gaze narrowed, confusion threading through his thoughts, as he tried to recognize it. He couldn't though, and it was only until Alex nodded and stepped back, letting the car drive away, that he recognized the shadowed figure as she drove past a streetlight. Ellen.

When his attention returned, Alex was already getting into his own car. Jackson swore under his breath, before raising his voice. "Alex! Wait up, man."

He wasn't expecting him to – but, surprisingly, the Runner hesitated, glancing at him. Jackson jogged to his door, and bent down so that they were on eye-level.

"What, Jackson?" Alex sounded weary again – tired from training, or tired of Jackson? Maybe both.

He didn't really know how to react to that – pissed? Apologetic? Indifferent? So, deciding to ignore it, he slapped an arrogant grin on his face, and raised his eyebrow expectantly. "How about that forgiveness now, Al?"

His response was… not entirely what he was expecting. Alex sighed, and shook his head with a clenched jaw. It was a long moment before he moved again, to look directly at his – ex? Hell if Jackson knew – best friend.

"Well?" Jackson prompted. "I didn't argue with Coach, _or_ the girls-"

"And? You really expect me to believe you're turning over a new leaf?" His voice was disbelieving, almost disgusted. Jackson narrowed his eyes, clenching his jaw to refrain from saying something he'd regret. Again. "After just one training session? Give me a break."

Alex looked away, shoving his car into gear. But Jackson didn't step back. "What the hell, Alex? I'm _trying_, here-"

"Try harder."

And with that, Alex tapped the accelerator. The Hybrid was forced to leap backwards to avoid getting his feet crushed, almost falling over. He glared at Alex's disappearing taillights, and swore.

* * *

><p>The game had gone to Hell in a hand basket.<p>

Jackson watched the colossal fuck-up – because really, what else was he gonna label the game as? – while leaning forward, his chin resting in one hand as he peered at the arena. One could have mistaken his posture for being relaxed, even confident, if not for the fact that he had not moved a single muscle for the entire game.

He could feel the weight of his team's gaze, or at least everyone who wasn't currently being slaughtered on the field. Alex, Jason, Ellen, Kiara – all four of them cast darting glances his way, wincing at every opportunity he didn't take to stand up and yell abuse at the players that couldn't hear him.

Jackson had purposefully not worn an earpiece to communicate with them, like he had during the last game. He didn't trust himself to be able to hold back if they screwed up.

Which, unsurprisingly, they had.

Not at first. Rampancy was two scores ahead in the first ten minutes, and it had only looked up from there. Ares had landed one, and then Rampancy another. After that, though, things had gotten messy. Ares had delivered their next three goals in rapid succession, leaving Rampancy scrambling, desperate to land their last two goals in time.

They hadn't.

Now, Jackson glared at the celebratory explosion that burst through the arena. The small crowd cheered, and others booed. Rampancy had been the favourite to win. Instead, they'd lost. _And all because of those damn girls._

He wanted to stand up and hit something. He wanted to yell, and to make Coach Anderson admit that he'd chosen wrong in the line-up. He wanted to storm out and slam the door, and- and-

But he _couldn't_.

Jackson wasn't an idiot. Alex had put up with a lot of his shit over the years, but it seemed that that game had been the last straw. He may have won, but at a huge cost – his and Al's friendship. But now, he was giving him one final chance to make it up to him.

Okay, Jackson wasn't going to get all sappy or something else equally as girly, but Alex meant a lot to him. He wasn't going to fuck up now – he _couldn't._ So, he clenched his jaw tightly – at this rate, he was going to grind his teeth down to nubs – and stood quietly. The muttering and quiet chatter paused, and he just knew that his team was waiting for the inevitable storm to blow up in their faces. But Jackson met Alex's gaze, briefly, and then left the room.

Not to go yell and verbally abuse his teammates that had failed horrendously, though he wanted to – but because he knew that Coach would want them to assemble together.

Jason and Ellen were the first to trot after him, swiftly followed by Kiara, and then Alex. He ignored all four of them, striding down the stairs, through the hallway, and then barging into Rampancy's designated locker rooms, his movements jerky and robotic with barely-restrained anger. But he kept a hold on it, because he had no other choice.

Arika glanced up as he entered, her expression immediately molding into careful indifference. Jamie and Sophie immediately followed suit, though they looked apprehensive – hell, maybe even a little scared. Jackson's temper was infamous, and they'd failed him spectacularly.

Will didn't look up, though he seemed to know who it was by the immediate lack of greeting. "Look, Jackson," he began, his voice hollow. The Runner seemed just as devastated by the loss.

He didn't get a chance to finish as the rest of the team filed in after its captain. Jackson simply grunted, and sat down heavily beside him. He still didn't trust himself to talk, but Will gave him a wary glance and sat down. His movements were tense, carefully controlled, like one of those annoying, bright orange signs with '_CAUTION! DANGER AHEAD' _scrawled across was flashing in his mind.

Jackson could barely listen to Coach's inspirational, _Well Done Even Though You Failed _speech without spontaneously combusting. He glared at the ground between his feet, struggling not to stand up and snap every time Coach said something like, "You learn more from failure than success", or "You did as well as could be expected." He was perilously close to losing it when Coach smiled and said, "Well, I'm still proud of ya."

Proud? _Proud? _Proud of a team that had failed? That had lost to a shitty team? Of a team whose statistics Jackson could practically _see_ going down the drain?

Coach must have noted his intense displeasure, because he turned to face him. Eyes narrowed, lips pursed – hell, his whole face was the very picture of disappointment. "Got something you want to say, Rothe?"

Jackson scowled, his teeth grinding together – and, yeah, his dentist was going to have a fit the next time he saw him – and coughed, "No."

"Sure about that?" Was Coach Anderson _goading_ him?

But suddenly, though, Jackson recognized the opportunity for what it was. A not-so-small stab of satisfaction raced through him, and he lifted his head, holding Alex's gaze meaningfully before moving on to the rest – Will, then Jamie, Sophie, and finally Arika. "Fine." He paused for a second, almost relishing in the fact that they were waiting expectantly for him to return with a cutting insult – which, really, they deserved. "You tried."

That was it. No more, no less. As much as he might want to patch up his friendship with Al, Jackson wasn't going to coddle them. He wasn't going to lighten the weight of his disappointment; wasn't going to chase away their insecurities; tell them that, "_No, Stu Stuman isn't going to have a field day with this_".

Coach Anderson grunted, and Jackson didn't speak again.


	29. Chapter 28: Change in the Air

**(A/N) Ok, so here we are, with the second half of this two-parter! Again, written by the fantastic Lili-Hunter, and featuring Rampancy's captain Jackson Rothe, I hope you all enjoy this one! I know I sure as hell did, but hey, with each of Lili's chapters that's pretty much a given, right? Tomorrow's update will, of course, go up tomorrow, back on schedule once more, and I hope you all enjoy it! Again, I'm gonna take this chance to mention the fact that we're looking for writers for our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal, and yes, I'm gonna be doing this for the next month, but hey, it's important! Not gonna bore you all with repeating further information, as you'll know by now how to apply if interested. Gonna bow out now, and leave you to this incredible chapter!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Eight <strong>**_– _****Change in the Air**

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"When we least expect it, life sets us a challenge to test our courage and willingness to change; at such a moment, there is no point in pretending that nothing has happened or in saying nothing that we are not yet ready. The challenge will not wait. Life does not look back. A week is more than enough time for us to decide whether or not to accept our destiny." <em>– Paulo Coelho, _'The Devil and Miss Prym'_

* * *

><p>Training the week after was even more tense than it had been the previous week. Jackson kept his head up, and tried to refrain from rolling his eyes every time he caught someone staring at him. It was clear that no one had a clue why he was acting so out of character – or if they did, they hadn't expected him to actually try this hard in repairing his relationship with Alex.<p>

Though, this time, he did notice that they weren't just avoiding him. Alex seemed to have become a no-go area as well, which he found odd. Eventually, though, he figured it out – assuming Jackson was bottling up all his unspent anger (which he _was_, but spending an extra hour on the punching bag in the gym every day was helping with that. It's not like he had anything better to do, anyway, with his best friend not talking to him and everything) then logically, he was bound to explode eventually. And Alex was the most likely person he'd take it out on.

No one was willing to witness that.

But as the days went by, each one shockingly empty of a 'Jackson vs. Alex Showdown', the team seemed to get more and more confused. He even noticed Coach throwing him a few odd glances, and not-so-subtly questioning Will. The Runner had shrugged, looking just as lost.

To say that Jackson was not usually inclined to the sort of behavior he had been displaying recently was a severe understatement. He was one hundred times more likely to get a kick out of destroying a relationship than actually putting effort into _healing_ one.

But with Alex, it was different. Don't ask how, but it _was._

They'd known each other ever since they'd first joined the big leagues, ending up in the same team for the first year, becoming fast friends. After that, Alex had bounced around for a while, each move usually linked to his latest scandal. They'd even faced each other on the field a couple of times, though each encounter always ended with both teams partying together at the local nightclub, usually fueled by their insistence. It had become somewhat of a tradition, until Jackson had joined Rampancy. They hadn't seen each other for the next twelve months, beyond Jackson hearing gossip about Alex's exploits on the news, and Alex occasionally catching one of Rampancy's press conferences. Then, the next January, Alex had turned up at Rampancy's Training Center. Jackson had been given Captaincy that year, and immediately chosen Alex as his second.

The rest, as they say, was history.

He absolutely refused to lose his best friend of five years over a poorly made decision and a sprained ankle.

* * *

><p>Rampancy's next match was against Team Castle. This time, the line-up consisted of Jason, Kiara, Will, and Sophie.<p>

Jackson was notably more relaxed during the game; slouching in his seat as opposed to sitting, tense, on the very edge. Coach had, at the very least, given him _two_ men. But he was still uneasy.

However, that unease proved to be unfounded. Rampancy had a rocky start, landing only one score while Castle rocketed to two, but they were quick to catch up to – and surpass – that other team. Jackson groaned in relief, dropping his head into his hands as Rampancy scored the final, winning goal.

The rest of the team was already up and cheering, but he took an extra second to just bathe in all that released anxiety before joining them. Hell, they were still cheering as they crowded the locker room once again.

Jackson was quick to congratulate Will and Jason, muttering "Thank God" under his breath. He raised his voice so that they could hear him, laughing in relief, "You guys kicked ass."

When he turned around, Kiara and Sophie were watching him, their expressions unreadable. Jackson hesitated, and nodded once. They hadn't sucked, but they hadn't exactly blown him away, either.

Still, they'd proven that they weren't entirely useless, and despite the general consensus, Jackson wasn't a _complete_ dick, and so he added, "Nice work out there."

They both smiled.

* * *

><p>Again, after training, there was someone waiting by his car. Or, more correctly, <em>on<em> it.

Jackson frowned slightly, pulling thoughtfully at the straps on his bag. Will hadn't seen him yet, and was scuffing the tips of his sneakers against the concrete. He probably hadn't been there that long – Will had left the locker room almost fifteen minutes before Jackson, who was always the last to leave. He wasn't a neat freak or anything, but Jackson liked to have his armour always perfectly stacked. It was a habit his father had drilled him into, and Jackson had never forgotten it.

Will looked up as he approached, a grin pulling at his lips. "You're driving me home," he told him without preamble.

His eyebrow lifted slightly, but Jackson nodded. "Okay." And then, after a pause, "Why?"

Will jumped down from where he'd been sitting on the car's hood – and yeah, Jackson was _so_ going to chew him out for that. "I caught the bus this morning," he explained, and Jackson had to stifle a laugh. Really? Will Weissman, Professional Grifball Runner, catching the _bus?_ It was a ridiculously funny mental image.

"Again… why?"

"Kiara sometimes catches the bus with me," he said, grinning. Jackson frowned slightly, but filed the information away for future blackmail. At the moment though, Will seemed pretty forthcoming about it – thus destroying any chance Jackson might have had to tease him about it. Damn it.

He hadn't known that he and Kiara were such good friends, though. 'Course, Al had told him that Will was helping her to overcome her shyness, but he'd assumed that was the extent of it.

Jackson made a small noise of acknowledgement, and unlocked the car. They both slid into their respective seats, and Will was attempting to find a good radio station as the car pulled out of the parking lot.

They'd started actually talking again in training, so the silence wasn't uncomfortable. But it didn't take long before Will was fiddling, darting glances at him from the corner of his eyes, and generally making a nuisance of himself. Eventually, Jackson growled, "What?"

Will jumped guiltily. "What?" He sent him a meaningful glare, and the Runner relented. "Okay, fine. Just… what's going on with you, man?"

"What's going on with me?" Jackson repeated, raising an eyebrow as he turned the car down a different street. Will's apartment was a little further away than his or Alex's, but he didn't mind driving. "Nothing. What the hell are you on about?"

Will made a strange noise in the back of his throat, and flapped his hands in some strange gesture that Jackson didn't understand. "This! You being so… calm! It's… it's… well, terrifying, actually."

"Terrifying?" Jackson repeated, again. "What, you guys hate it when I'm pissed, but you can't handle it when I'm not? That doesn't sound healthy."

He made another noise, something between a snort of laughter and a groan. Jackson smirked, but didn't turn to look at him. "No. I just… I don't know. Me, Jason, the girls – we've all noticed it." Eloquence had never been Will's strong suit.

"Yeah, well, good for you, Sherlock."

Will snickered. "I just think it's nice, okay? Drama and I do not mix. It's relaxing, now that you're not blowing your fuse every five seconds."

Jackson glanced at him. "Thanks," he said dryly.

"You're welcome," Will replied, as the car slowed to a stop. He bundled himself out, but hesitated. "I know you probably can't see it, but whatever you're doing, it's working. We're not really a team, yet… but we're getting there."

The Runner cast him one last cheeky, dimpled grin and then bounded up the steps towards his apartment building, leaving Jackson alone with his thoughts.

* * *

><p>With a week left before the official season start of Grifball, it was that horrible time again. The time where, for a few hours, Rampancy had to sit up and look pretty, all the while dodging questions and trying not to let it show how bored they were.<p>

Press conferences.

Jackson picked at his top button, wishing he could undo it so that the damn thing would stop strangling him. His tie, apparently, was also cheering for his eventual suffocation, and he tried to loosen it subtly. The conference had already started some five minutes ago, but so far Coach had taken the lead, and the reporters were happy with that for now.

There was almost nothing to worry about, though he was still a little uneasy. He didn't know what would happen if he had to answer a question about how he felt about starting the season with a team with more women than men.

Jackson knew that he wasn't the best liar – hell, when it came down to it, he was practically transparent. He'd managed it at the last conference, but then during a later interview with Desmond, that reporter with an annoyingly sharp eye, he'd blown it. Jackson could only count himself lucky that he'd only saw fit to warn the captain about it, instead of actually publishing his deduction in his stupid newspaper column.

Jackson laced his fingers together, resting his elbows on the table as he leant forward. Coach's spiel about Rampancy was slowly drawing to a close; soon, he knew, the reporters would be able to ask their own questions. That was when the real fun would start, the captain thought sarcastically.

Curious, Jackson glanced to his right, looking down the line. Will and Alex looked as bored as he felt – how many press conferences had they attended, now? Too many to count, and each one more mind numbing than the last. Arika, Ellen, and Kiara were attentive, their eyes bright and clear as they gazed over the small crowd. It seemed that the novelty, for them, had not yet worn off. Kiara looked way more at ease than she had last time, though. It seemed that Will's little 'lessons' – Jackson scowled at the thought of the budding friendship between the pair because of them – were paying off. Jamie and Sophie were smiling hesitantly, light blushes sprinkled across their cheeks. This was their first conference, probably ever, and it showed. In comparison, Jason was smirking at the crowd, looking totally at ease. Jackson almost admired him for it, whether or not it was an act.

Even at a glance, though, it was painfully obvious that there were more girls than guys on Rampancy. Jackson scowled, bitterly wondering how the hell it had come to that. Only a few months ago, he'd been captain of an all-star, all-professional, all-_male _team.

Now, Rampancy's men were a dying breed, and Jackson _hated_ it.

"What's your opinion on the introduction of three new players to Rampancy, so close to the new season?"

Jackson glanced up, mildly startled. He hadn't noticed that Coach had stopped talking. A quick scan showed him that most of the team was looking to him to answer first – too nervous, too lazy, or too wary to answer it themselves. He coughed lightly, clearing his throat, and leaned closer to the microphone. "I think it's a disadvantage," he began cautiously, "for them, because they haven't been training with the rest of us for as long. But they're good players" – he flushed, thinking awkwardly of how he'd mistaken Jamie for a man when they'd first met, because she'd been beating the crap out of a training dummy – "and they work hard."

"Yeah." Surprisingly, Jason's answer was quick to follow. "We're still figuring out how we fit in the team, but by the time the season starts, we'll be a force to be reckoned with."

A few of the reporters smirked or rolled their eyes at his arrogance, but Ellen had already begun to speak. "It's nice to see some fresh faces," she said, smiling. Jackson struggled to keep from scowling – oh, sure, of _course _it was. Nothing to do with the fact that Jackson was well and truly outnumbered, now. Anger spread slowly beneath his skin, and he was so caught up in his internal fuming that he completely missed the rest of her sentence, and the beginning of someone else's.

"-but we've got a few tricks up our sleeves," Jamie finished, bouncing a little in her seat. She flashed Jackson a grin, her eyes sparkling, and he knew that she was thinking of what the team had named, 'The Incident'. He gritted his teeth, managing only a grimace in response.

After that, the questions were relatively simple and easy to answer. Their thoughts on some of the big contenders for this season, reflections on the loss to Ares or the victory over Castle – one reporter even dared to ask what they thought of Team Siren. Even after facing – and losing to – Rampancy in the first match of the pre-season, they'd won nearly every match since. Their statistics were almost as good as Rampancy's – a fact that the captain had, largely, been trying to ignore.

Jackson couldn't trust himself to answer without snapping the kind of insult that would get his ass stuck on the bench for weeks, so he let Arika and Alex answer. Their responses were nearly identical – yes, Siren was a good team, and a lot of people were building their hopes for equality in sports on their all-female team, but they had every faith in Rampancy for when they next met on the field.

The media seemed satisfied, and that was that. Or at least, he'd thought it was – until they pulled out the question they'd no doubt wanted to make since the conference started.

"Mr. Rothe, it's clear that Mr. Cross' injury – a sprained ankle – was a direct result of your actions during the game against Siren. Was there any fallout from that decision?"

Jackson blanched. Damn 'd just been beginning to think that they wouldn't ask about it. But the room had gone quiet, tense – or maybe that was just his teammates, Jackson couldn't tell. He could feel the weight of their gazes, heavy and expectant. A small, stiff bubble of panic worked its way under his ribs – what the hell was he supposed to say? He didn't regret it; after all, he'd won the game – but what he did regret was hurting Alex, and possibly losing him as one of his few friends.

He cleared his throat, and leant slightly forward so that the microphone would easily be able to capture his answer. "There was some fallout, yes," he confirmed, feeling not unlike a bug under a microscope. The camera lenses followed him carefully, determined to catch every miniscule change in expression. "But that's a private, team matter – and we're dealing with it."

Okay, _possibly _not the best answer he could have given. It seemed to have created more questions than it answered. But that was all the nosy buggers were going to get. Jackson snapped his jaw shut, and glared at the table until the conference was over.

* * *

><p>Hard, unforgiving metal met his hand as Jackson reached over his right shoulder, aching muscles groaning in protest. There were only a few days left before the first match of the season, and Coach was driving them hard. After this point, every little game would directly affect their rankings, and everyone wanted to start the season in top shape.<p>

In front of him, Arika copied the movement as she drew her gravity hammer, and Jackson resisted the urge to scowl. After their earlier fight, Coach had decided that they made perfect training partners, and had made the effort to pitch them against each other every damn training - something about 'equal ability', which had made him fume. Coach was wrong; he was _way_ better than Arika. More skilled, more experienced, stronger - he outmatched her in every single way. Coach was _wrong_.

He struck out first, reversing the hammer in his grip and trying to sweep her feet out from under her. Arika leapt nimbly over the bar, and swung towards his shoulder. Jackson dived, avoiding the blow – and the splash zone of its effect – only barely. Turning back to face her, he gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes. In turn, Arika watched him closely, though impassively. Her grip tightened over the gravity hammer, as though preparing to strike.

Ha! Like Jackson would give her the chance.

He feinted towards her left shoulder, and then let the head of the hammer drop as he slashed towards her ankle. She dodged it – but barely, and was that a yelp? Maybe. Jackson smirked, and lifted his gaze.

Arika's rapid movement had allowed someone else to enter his field of vision from over her shoulder: Alex. The Rampancy Runner was leaning on his gravity hammer, his head tilted upwards as he talked to the Coach. Ellen had her hands on her hips, facing them – but it was clear that she was not a part of the discussion. Jackson scowled, watching as Coach Anderson talked with his hands. He was about to turn back to Arika, knowing that the Tank was _right there_ and probably looking to stab him, or something – but then they both turned, simultaneously, to look at the captain.

Well, that was _so _not coincidental. Jackson straightened, forgetting completely about Arika as he let his weapon drop, taking a step forward-

Metal flashed beneath his feet, tangling and swiping them right out from beneath him. Jackson grunted as his balance was abruptly thrown, and he was falling. His back slammed into the floor a second later, forcing all the air out of his lungs. And, yeah, okay – he wasn't going to lie, it was damn painful. Jackson groaned, trying to roll on his side and get back up when he saw something above him.

A hand. He narrowed his gaze, following the outstretched armour until he connected it to the woman inside: Arika. She stood over him, her gravity hammer held to the side, and her hand stuck out in a gesture of… well, Jackson had no clue. Superiority? Triumph? A display to rub it in his already wounded pride?

Still, he was in no position to be refusing any kind of help. Jackson huffed, making sure that his annoyance was clear, and swung his hand up to grip hers. Arika leaned back, and helped pull him to his feet.

Jackson was just turning to say something to her – "Thank you"? Probably not. "Well done"? Even less likely. Really, he had no idea what he'd been going to say – when Coach's voice cracked through the stadium. "That's enough, everyone. We're going to end early today, because I know that I've been working you guys pretty hard this week." The team glanced at each other, but shrugged. It wasn't like they didn't deserve the night off – Jackson knew they felt just as worn out and beaten down as he did. But as the captain was brushing past Coach, on the way to the men's locker room, he put a hand on his shoulder. "A moment, Jackson?"

Jackson frowned, but stopped obediently. "Sure," he agreed, cautiously.

Coach waited until everyone else had disappeared into his or her respective locker rooms. Will cast Jackson a curious glance over his shoulder as he left, but said nothing. Alex's shoulders were tense as he walked away, trading words with the new kid, Jason. The Hybrid could only wonder if he knew what Coach was going to talk to him about.

Speaking of, Coach coughed to get his attention. Jackson turned back around, folding his arms across his chest, automatically defensive. He didn't know what the hell he'd done to deserve yet another lecture, but damn it, he was so not going to take it. He hadn't done anything wrong these past few weeks; he'd even gone out of his way to be nice-

"I'm putting you on the line-up for the first match of the season," Coach informed him abruptly.

"What?" Startled, Jackson's eyes widened. Surely, he'd heard incorrectly.

"You heard me. You're playing in the first match."

A small bubble of what could only be hope began to rise in Jackson's chest – something he hadn't truly felt ever since the girls had first joined Rampancy. He grinned, feeling suddenly buoyant. Oh, hell yes! After weeks of being stuck on the bench, he was back on the field. "Thanks, Coach," he said, almost wanting to laugh. He'd been looking forward to this for what seemed like forever.

"Wait, Jackson." Coach's voice suddenly turned hard, and the bubble in Jackson's chest burst. He should have known something was coming. "I'm letting you do this because I've seen an extreme improvement in your attitude towards the rest of the team. Not going to lie, I'm impressed. But if that's just an act to get back on the field, I won't be happy. Got that?"

Oh. So Coach was just worried that Jackson was going to go back to… whatever he'd been before. He swallowed, realizing that that wasn't a possibility – not anymore. This was his last chance.

If Jackson had said it once, he'd said it a hundred times: he wasn't going to let Alex down. Not again. "Don't worry, Coach," he began, flashing his teeth in a smile. "You can count on me."


	30. Chapter 29: Celebrate the Good

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for _another _update in Grifball: Running Rampant! I know, three chapters in three days, I'm spoiling you all, right? But hey, enjoy it while it lasts, because soon enough it'll be back to delays and the like, more likely than not. However, I will do my best to prevent this. Anyways, we've got this for one for you know, written by the fantastic WednesdayA 3567! Also, as before, just a quick reminder that we're still looking for new writers for our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal. Anyone interested in applying for an OC, Wash, 479er or the Counselor should either head on over to our forum and fill out the relevant application forms, or PM me. Application end 1st of January, 2014.**

**Enjoy!**

**Chapter Thirty - Celebrate the Good, Forget the Bad**

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"My advice for life: dance and sing your song while the party is still on."<em> - Rasheed Ogunlaru

* * *

><p>Parties are fun.<p>

Ellen had long ago accepted this as fact, so she was legitimately excited for Rampancy's pre-season celebration. She figured it would be a nice way to relax and let go a little after all that tension on the team. She was looking forward to spending time with her friends, and getting to know Rampancy's new members a little bit better. Of course, everyone was always a little more amicable and a lot more fun with pulsing lights and music. Not many can resist.

She smiled as she leaned over her cluttered bathroom counter to look into the mirror and brush some gold eye-shadow onto her eyelids. Yep, tonight was going to be good. Ellen straightened her white spaghetti strap top and flouncy, flowery skirt, pleased with her appearance. She tucked her wavy hair behind her ear, checked her phone to see the time, saw she was late and quickly ran out of her apartment.

The lock clicked and Ellen nearly sprinted down the stairs, too impatient for the elevator. She stepped out onto the sidewalk, expertly hailing a cab. She hurriedly gave the cabbie the club's address and settled into the backseat. Fifteen minutes later, the brakes squeaked as they stopped in front of the night club, the colorful lights leaking out whenever the door opened. Ellen leaned forward to pay the man, and gave him a charming smile when she saw he was wearing a blue Rampancy t-shirt.

He looked at her, eyebrows scrunched, and asked, "Hey. . . Don't I know you from somewhere?"

Ellen grinned, elated, and answered, "Nope. Must be someone else, sorry. Have a good night!" and scooted out of the car.

Ellen slung her purse over her shoulder and walked purposefully into the land of partying. She looked around for a moment, getting her bearings in an unfamiliar place. Apparently, Rampancy had been celebrating victories and ignoring their defeats at this club since their very beginning. She had been told that Rampancy had its own private party area that would be well marked.

There was the bar, the men trying to get the girls' attentions. There was also the dance floor and the DJ table, people swaying tipsily to the music. She noticed all the different lights, each a pulsing rainbow, and grinned. She turned her head to the left and saw an elevator with a piece of paper taped next to it. Moving closer she saw that there was a blue 'R' on the paper, supposedly standing for Rampancy.

Ellen stepped forward and hit the button. The doors slid open almost instantly. Inside, she saw another piece of paper with an R on it taped next to the button for the highest floor. She smirked to herself. Rampancy must be partying on their very own top floor tonight. She pressed the number twenty-three and the doors slid closed again.

When she stepped onto the twenty third floor, she was bombarded by her friends. They both already had drinks in their hands, and they were both trying to talk over each other.

"You've got to try this drink, it's called-"

"I need your help, I think that-"

"Can you believe we get this whole floor to-"

"Alex has been asking about-"

"Oh my god! That skirt is totally beau-"

"Do you think I'm over dr-"

"I'm so glad you're-"

Ellen tossed her hair over her shoulder with a laugh. "You guys, you guys! Take a breath okay? We've got all night! Arika, thanks; this skirt was a birthday present. Kiara, what did you want help with?"

"I- well, I forget. Never mind then!" she said, laughing at herself. Ellen looked over Kiara's shoulder and waved to Jamie, who gave a nod and a smile in response. After putting her purse down next to theirs, Ellen headed to the bar to try one of those drinks that Arika was ranting and raving about.

Twenty minutes later, Ellen was on the dance floor happily dancing with her team. She carefully avoided Jackson, still angry at him, but found it wasn't too hard since he was avoiding her as well. Jamie seemed like she had come fully prepared to get drunk, and was already bumping into people now and then. Jason stood a little off to one side, moving to the beat. Will and Kiara were sort-of-dancing together, but seemed to be holding a conversation over the music at the same time. Arika and Sophie were dancing wildly and laughing together.

Ellen herself just closed her eyes and moved to the beat. She loved dancing, and as she let the music wash over her, a soft smile graced her face. She felt all the hard work and tension and stress of the past weeks fall from her shoulders. Ellen moved fluidly with the harmonizing voices in the song, her muscles loose. She watched the soft glow of the lights changing beneath her eyelids.

When the song picked up the pace, she opened her eyes so as not to accidentally bump into anyone and laughed. Eventually - after a few more upbeat songs - Ellen stepped off of the dance floor for a drink.

Coming back, she saw the crowd had thinned. Most of the team had broken off into little groups, and Rampancy's staff hadn't been dancing much to begin with anyway.

She saw Kiara talking with Jamie, Jason, and Alex out of the corner of her eye. She walked up in between Kiara and Alex, and gave everyone a smile as she listened to the conversation. Jamie was talking - in a very slightly slurred voice - about where she had been when she heard the League's announcement about women.

"-and other cars must've heard it on the radio too, 'cause I certainly wasn't the only one who slammed on the brakes. That had to've been the most traffic I've ever seen." No one said anything, though Jason chuckled a little. They stood around awkwardly for a few moments, then Kiara cleared her throat.

"I was in the city's center when I first heard." She rolled her eyes and smiled. "Me and about a _thousand_ of my closest friends were watching on the big screen." Everyone laughed then Jason shot a glance towards Jamie before he began to speak.

"I- it was pretty boring. I was just- I was hanging out in the, uh, locker rooms with my buddy. He didn't seem too, um, entirely happy."

Alex nodded and grunted a little as he looked in Jackson's direction. "I know what you mean." Everyone followed his gaze and became quiet when they understood what he meant. It wasn't that hard to imagine Jackson's reaction. There was another minute or two as the conversation came to a grinding halt. No one really wanted to talk too much about Grifball, this being a time of relaxation and all, but they didn't know what else to say.

Finally, Jamie launched in on another amusing anecdote that didn't really require any other responses. Ellen zoned out a little. Not that she was ignoring Jamie, she was just wondering where Arika had gone. Arika always knew what to say. The alcohol was just beginning to hinder Ellen's thought processes. Otherwise she'd surely have something interesting to say.

When she came back into focus with reality, Ellen noticed that Alex had wandered away from the group. He was looking out over the city through the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined one entire wall. They were curved slightly, and actually went all the way down to the floor below. Alex was leaning against the railing that kept morons from falling from the balcony to the currently empty twenty-second floor, beer in hand.

Ellen detached herself from Jamie, Jason, and Kiara's conversation with a small smile that said "_excuse me,"_ and walked towards Alex. She quietly leaned next to him on the railing, keeping about a foot of space between them. He didn't notice her.

Without looking at him, she said softly, "Hey."

He jumped a little, almost dropping his drink. "Oh! It's you. Hi, Ellie." He relaxed again and gave her a charming smile before settling back against the railing. Ellen gestured out towards the sparkling city lights.

"Pretty cool, huh?"

"It's a good view to think to," he replied. Ellen paused, nodded, and moved a tad closer to him.

"It's a party," she teased, with a smile in her voice. "You aren't supposed to think."

"Yeah, well. . ." His cheeks reddened, just the tiniest bit. Was that a blush?

She turned so she was facing the dance floor, her back to the window and her elbows against the railing. She looked him up and down as he ran his hand through that blonde hair and its silver streak. Ellen cocked her head and the corners of her mouth twitched in a smile. Alex noticed that she was looking at him and brought his mischievous green eyes to meet hers. "Like what you see, Ellie?" She rolled her eyes and punched him, almost hard enough to hurt. Rubbing his arm in response, he grinned at her.

Ellen smirked and turned back around to look out at the city. She tapped the tips of her fingers against the cool metal of the railing. "Why did you look so worried? You've got a great view, a good party, alcoholic drinks, and fun music with colored lights. You're not allowed to look sad tonight." She grinned at him playfully, but Alex looked startled.

"What? I didn't look sad."

"Yeah, you did. That's why I came over here, you looked like you needed company."

"Well, you were wrong, but thanks, anyway."

Ellen tossed her head back and grinned. "Ha! The great Ellie is never wrong!" He looked surprised, but laughed. It seemed genuine to Ellen. "Back to the point. You looked sad. But you're not allowed to be. Because, one, you're allowed to get crazy drunk tonight if you want. We've got four whole days before the game; plenty of time to recover. Two, because, mmm. . . guess."

He seemed surprised at her enthusiasm, yet quickly recovered. He raised his eyebrows, gave her his most winning smile and overly-dramatically said, "Have you finally realized how totally awesome I am, and that you want to go out with me?"

Ellen laughed good-naturedly and said, "Nope!" She leaned in and gave him a tiny quick kiss on the cheek, saying, "But this is my favorite song. Come dance with me!" She laughed again and pulled a bewildered Alex out onto the dance floor. She supposed she wasn't usually quite this confident or teasing.

It wasn't so much dancing as it was trying not to bump into people or spill your drink while you bounced on your toes to the beat. It was enough fun for Ellen though. She watched as Alex's shoulders relaxed and the sparkle came back to his eyes. In between verses, she told him, "Ya know, I'm actually pretty glad you didn't leave the team."

He smirked and said, "Knew you would be!" She just grinned and kept dancing. Ellen really enjoyed seeing him happy again after everything that had happened with Jackson. She had honestly been worried when she thought he wasn't coming back. They had a good time dancing, and Alex definitely seemed genuinely happy. Of course, that may have been influenced more by the beer than anything else. The dance floor soon became crowded again, and so Ellen excused herself. Alex looked almost disappointed for a moment, but quickly gave her a sloppy grin and shrug to cover up.

With a flirty wave back at Alex, Ellen wandered off to cool down a little, and tuned into Sophie and Jamie's conversation after a minute or two only to realize that they had stopped talking upon her arrival. "Did I interrupt?"

Jamie pursed her lips and said impatiently, "Nuh-uh. Sophie asked you a question." Ellen looked at Sophie to see that she did indeed have a look of expectation on her face. Ellen felt heat rising to her cheeks.

"Oh. Sorry. What was that?"

Sophie tossed her bushy hair over her shoulder. "I _asked_. . . What's going on with you and Cross?" Wide-eyed, Ellen looked behind her.

"Alex?" He was standing on the edge of the dance floor, looking in her direction for only a moment before returning to the crowd. "We're just friends."

Jamie raised her eyebrows and gave Ellen's shoulder a little shove. "Just friends, my ass."

Sophie chimed in, "You shouldn't liiiieeee, Ellieeeeee. I see chemistry and whatnot there!"

Ellen sighed, shrugged and rolled her eyes. "Sure, guys. Whatever you wanna think. I'm gonna go find Arika." Ellen gave a little wave and tight smile before walking away and wandering off.

She saw Coach and Will sitting at a table together. Coach had his head in his hands as though he could already feel tomorrow's hangover while Will spoke quite loudly and animatedly. Ellen smiled to herself at the sight. She imagined Will didn't know half of what he was saying, but it didn't matter because Coach wasn't listening anyway.

Kiara was sitting on a stool at the bar, her chin on her arms which were on the counter. She was watching attentively as the bartender poured someone's drink. Well, semi-attentively. Her eyes were a little out of focus, and she seemed to be fighting to remain conscious. Ellen went and sat next to her. Kiara didn't appear to notice, so Ellen nudged her shoulder a little. "Hey. Kiara."

Kiara jumped and nearly fell off of her seat. She gasped and raised her eyebrows questioningly. "Mmm hmm? What's wrong? What's going on?"

Ellen laughed and said gently, "Nothing's wrong. Everything's fantastic, but are you gonna be okay? You seem a little drunk."

"M'fine. The real question is, are you gonna be 'kay? Cuz I wanted to know." Her voice was slurred and tired.

Ellen smirked as Kiara's head fell back onto her arms. "I'm all good. But come find me before you go home. I'll call you a taxi." Kiara nodded into her arms before half-closing her eyes again. Ellen somehow doubted she'd have to worry about Kiara going anywhere. She patted Kiara's shoulder before getting up and wandering off again.

She found Arika on the edge of the dance floor, breaking out some ancient disco moves and giggling like a middle schooler. Ellen had never seen her this giddy, except maybe when they had just won their first game. Arika waved at Ellen to join her, so she did. She'd forgotten how much fun disco moves really were. In theory, they could be used for any song that had a discernible beat to it. And that's just what they did. The two had some fun whipping their hair around dangerously and randomly waving their arms around. That was how Ellen remembered dancing as a little girl in her mother's high heels to pop songs. And it was a heck of a lot of fun.

At some point, Sophie and Jamie joined them. Ellen grinned, then noticed Jason standing off to the side and leaning against the bar. She waved him over, but he just raised his drink to the girls and smirked. He seemed a little more relaxed than he had been at the beginning of the night.

Thinking of Jason somehow connected Ellen's tipsy mind to Jackson. Probably the two 'J's. She was surprised there hadn't been any confrontations tonight. He was probably brooding in a corner, or maybe talking with Will. Either way, Ellen wasn't complaining. However, she was now curious. Where _was_ Mister Jerkface? She hadn't seem him for a while.

Ellen suddenly left the dancing group, and stood next to Jason. She gave him a little wave and a smile, and he nodded in return. He didn't seem very talkative. Ellen climbed up on top of the nearest barstool, and got up on her knees so her eye level was above the others' heads. Looking around, she saw that most people must have already left. She couldn't find Coach in the crowd, and Will looked like he was getting ready to leave, too. Sophie was beginning to head out of the door, and Jamie was right behind her. She couldn't see Jackson anywhere. Almost all of Rampancy's staff was gone, except for maybe a few rich sponsors. She saw Alex at the other end of the bar, and of course Kiara hadn't moved. Ellen took her phone out of her pocket and clicked it, squinting to read the time. She was quite surprised to see it was already one-thirty in the morning. No wonder her energy was wearing down.

Ellen realized right around then that she was giving both Jason and the bartender a perfect view of her butt at the moment, so she swung her legs out from under herself with a swoosh and landed quite gracefully on the barstool. Using the momentum to continue, she spun the revolving seat around to face Kiara. She hopped off of her perch and walked over to her friend.

"Hola, chica. I'm gonna leave here in a minute. Wanna share my cab?" Kiara mumbled something into her arms that Ellen took to mean yes. "M'kay. I'll be right back, and then we'll leave. Don't go anywhere." She patted Kiara's shoulder a little clumsily, but she knew Kiara hadn't noticed anything. Ellen walked down the bar towards Alex.

Suddenly feeling somewhat self-conscious, Ellen stopped about two stools away from Alex's seat. "Hey, Alex." He looked up and she waved at him, a little awkwardly this time. "I'm headed out, so I just, um, wanted to say bye." He gave her a funny little half smile that left her puzzled and a two-fingered salute. Ellen turned on her heel and walked back to Kiara. Oddly enough, she felt her heartbeat picking up its pace again.

After some convincing, Kiara decided it was worth it to stand up, and Ellen only had to support her a little bit. As they made their way slowly to the elevator, Ellen thought of all the forces in the world that had brought her here.

If her fifth grade gym coach hadn't recommended soccer, Ellen never would have played any sports. If that high school recruiter hadn't seen her soccer game, he never would have introduced her to Grifball. And she never would have been offered a spot on her hometown's amateur team. And if the commissioner hadn't made that announcement, Ellen would still be stuck in the amateurs. In that case, she would never have met Rampancy. Ellen shook her head bemusedly as her alcohol-influenced mind registered all that. So, technically, it was thanks to her fifth grade gym coach that she was at this night club, with its own floor cordoned off for Ellen and her friends. Maybe sometime she'd look up old Coach Helen and thank her. She could tell Coach all about the upcoming season.

A sudden thought popped into Ellen's head. "Hey, Kiara?"

"Mhhmm?"

"Can you remember your address?"

"Why would I? I know where it is. Maybe..?" Kiara shrugged. Ellen sighed, not really wanting to take the time to figure it out.

"Wanna sleepover at my place?"

"M'kay." Kiara looked exhausted. Dancing and drinks tend to do that, and Ellen imagined she looked the same way. Ellen led her friend into the elevator and leaned against the wall. She told Kiara to hit the button that had the number one on it. After a few tries, she managed to find the right button. Ellen realized her redhead friend probably didn't drink very often.

As the doors closed, Ellen leaned her head back against the wall and smiled, content with the fun night and excited for future victories celebrated here. As she listened to the quiet elevator music, she thought of all the ways that they were going to kick butt this season.


	31. Chapter 30: Season Start

**(A/N) Hey all, time for the latest update in the Grifball: Running Rampant series! Sorry for the delays with our fics at the moment, I'm doing my best to sort them out now, just bear with us! This chapter was written by the wonderful Minaethiel, and I'm sure you all know that this means we've got a Kiara Thomas chapter on our hands! Finally, after thirty chapters, the pre-season has come to an end, and it's time for things to begin in earnest. I hope you'll all enjoy what is to come. Once again, I'm taking a moment to make sure that you're aware that were currently looking for writers for our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal. Those that are interested should head on over to our forum, yadda yadda yadda, fill out application forms, you know the drill at this stage. PM me if there are any problems! Just remember that you have to have submitted your application by January 1st of 2014!**

**Enjoy!**

**Chapter Thirty - Season Start**

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"Unity is strength... when there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved."<em> - Mattie Stepanek

* * *

><p>The aura in the locker room could only have been described as tense. After all of the pre-season games and the hard work, Rampancy was finally awaiting the call to go to battle, in our first real game of the season against Velocity. Having the whole team here in their armor was just one of the many factors that sent my heart pounding. In one corner, Jackson and Jason were talking quietly, while the rest of the team was finishing their prep routines before the game, or just talking in quiet clusters. Alex was busy talking to Ellen about, from what I could discern, a new move for her to try with her sword. Will was hastily slapping on his gauntlets, and Jamie and Sophie were going over the various strategies that we had been working on in practice. Arika was next to me, her helmet on the bench. As our main tank she looked understandably nervous at the prospect of our first debut that actually mattered. She was running a hand over her gravity hammer, and I knew better than to interrupt her pre-game ritual. Instead, I focused my thoughts on our efforts up to this point.<p>

Rampancy had been almost unstoppable during the pre-season. We had won most of our games, and lost only when a particularly talented team faced us. Our team dynamic had also improved, and our hardships were behind us. Well, most of them. Despite all of the victories, and all of the blood, sweat, and tears we poured into the team, Jackson still wasn't happy with any of the women on the team. Tensions were also still high between Alex and Jackson, leading to some of the most awkward training sessions I had ever experienced. I could understand why Alex was still pissed at the team captain; it seemed like no matter how hard we worked, he still thought we were intruders in his domain. Personally I was hoping that a victory today would get Jackson to back off, but I didn't consider myself that lucky.

I sighed, and was thankful that my helmet hid the stressed and frustrated expression moving across my face. Honestly, sometimes I wondered if being on Rampancy was worth dealing with all the tensions and fighting. Part of me thought that if it wasn't for Arika, Ellen, and Will, I would've requested a transfer already. Of course, none of them knew this; I didn't want to create even more problems on top of the already strained ties we had.

I felt a presence next to me and looked to my right to see Will plop down on the bench next to me. As usual, his hair was styled in that messy way of his, and a devil-may-care smile on his face. Of the whole team, it constantly amazed me how Will seemed almost immune to the strained relationships between his teammates. Of the original team, I liked hanging around Will most, besides Arika and Ellen. He was just far too easygoing to spend time focusing on the stressful life of being on Rampancy. Plus, his offer to help me out with what I referred to as public relations had helped me out immensely. He glanced over and gave me a quick smile.

"Nervous yet, Kiara? The thousands of fans screaming your name? The roar of the crowd? Not to mention the billions watching you on live TV?"

I felt heat rise to my cheeks and my breathing quickened slightly. When he put it like that, I felt as if the weight of the entire galaxy was on my shoulders. I wasn't expecting to play today, but still, I had to be cool, confident, and poised for the press. I shrugged as calmly as I could and tried to keep the nervousness from my voice.

"I'm used to crowds from the amateur leagues. None near so big as this, but I can handle it."

He laughed, amused. "Not a half-bad answer, Kiara. You really do pay attention during our lessons."

I shook my head and giggled slightly. Will, always joking around. I probably hadn't paid attention to anything so thoroughly in my life. I began to say something else, but was interrupted as the locker room door opened and Coach Anderson strolled in. Somehow, he still managed to be calm even with everything going on. What baffled me further was how he could ignore the tensions between the team and Jackson. But my thoughts halted as he looked all of us over sharply and nodded.

"Ok, Rampancy, listen up," he began in his usual focused fashion. "In a few minutes, we're going to be getting the call to go out and meet Velocity on the field. You've already faced them before, and you know they're tough customers, but I believe you can win it. These games are for keeps now; there's no more excuses for messing up, and there's a lot more riding on your continued success now."

He paused, and I glanced around the team to see what their expressions were. Jackson looked as arrogant as always, his small sneer seeming to say that he didn't expect Velocity to be much of a challenge. Will was glancing around every now and then as if he had heard this speech dozens of times before, and the rest of the new players seemed to be focusing on him intently.

"Despite the bumps along the road, all of you," he emphasized the phrase, probably for Jackson's sake, and the resultant scowl said that he understood the slight, "are damn fine players. From what I've seen in the pre-season, and in training, I know you'll go out there today and show the galaxy who the winners are going to be this season."

Another pause, and a grin cracked across his face.

"Go out there and make me proud, Rampancy."

I found myself standing up a little straighter, wanting to be worth the belief he had in us as a team. As custom dictated, it was Jackson's turn to talk. The excited atmosphere switched to one of wariness as Rampancy's captain straightened up and took his place in the center of the room. Alex quickly glanced at him and turned away, finding the rest of the room suddenly a lot more fascinating than his captain. I couldn't help but share his misgivings. Jackson's pre-game speeches always ended up making me feel ill; whether it was from being intimidated, being angry, or just plain nerves was something I hadn't decided on yet. Nevertheless, I crossed my arms uncomfortably as Jackson put his helmet on and looked all of us over. Coach gave Jackson a hard look and leaned against the door with his arms crossed expectantly. Jackson met his stare before turning to the rest of us.

"Well, this is it. First game of the season, and everything's depending on this debut. Although it's no secret that I've had my misgivings about some of the team, we _are_ a team - and I expect every single one of you to pull your own weight. No exceptions."

The last two words were obviously directed at the women, and I rolled my eyes. Why wasn't I surprised that THAT was how he decided to state his speech?

"But no matter what I think, we're stuck together on this team, and if we're going to be stuck together, we might as well work together to give the fans a good show and win this thing. Maybe I've been too hard on certain people lately. _Maybe _I've made a few mistakes. But let's put that aside and forget about it, and let's win this thing."

A slight feeling of surprise was emitted by the team, having expected Jackson to launch into another tirade against women, although the others clearly felt that this was just another short-lived attempt to placate the Coach, with the real Jackson reappearing once we got down onto the pitch. I stared at him for a moment, appraising the situation and shook my head. Without any further acknowledgement, I rose and gathered my weapons, strapping the gravity hammer to my back and my sword to my thigh. Everyone else was quick to follow suit, eager to escape the unfriendly atmosphere inside the room. A hand fell on my shoulder, and I turned to see Will offering an apologetic smile. Taking off my helmet, I gave him a small smile back in acknowledgement, though it wasn't him who needed to apologize. I magnetized it to my back, and Coach touched the communication device on his ear. He nodded to us.

"This is it, Rampancy; let's go show the crowds who they should be rooting for."

My heart skipped a beat as we exited the locker room and begin trekking towards the tunnel leading out into the field. Our pre-season games had drawn fanfare, but I knew well that most of the excitement didn't occur until the beginning of the season. Since Rampancy had been making some real waves so far, I expected a big showing from the public. I didn't think I'd be disappointed, and as we approached the tunnel, I could hear the roaring of the crowds. Steadying myself, I breathed in and out to calm myself as Will had often told me to do, and I held myself as confidently as I could.

Coach picked up his speed to a jog, and without questioning, the rest of us did the same. As we covered the distance, the roaring grew louder and louder, until the tunnel ended, and the flashing of lights forced me to blink rapidly to keep everything in focused. The crowd was now one calamitous roar, and looking around I nearly began shaking. The amount of people was incomprehensible. Thousands at least, and all of them seemed to be yelling out to all of us on the field.

Cameras flashed and the crowd seemed to double their volume as Velocity entered the arena. Looking over them, I could see that none of them had their helmets on either. It was tradition for both teams to meet and shake hands before the game actually started. We had run into Velocity before during the pre-season, and a couple of them were actually pretty friendly. I looked forward to greeting them again. Walking forward, I could almost feel the scrutinizing stares and felt like I was debuting my talents all over again. It was no secret that a lot of Grifball fans only tuned into the game once the season started. The crowd slowed their cheering slightly as the announcer came on over the loudspeakers.

"Today's match is between Team Velocity, and Team Rampancy!"

The announcer started to go on about the rules and traditions of the season opener, but all of us on the field tuned him out as we stepped forward to greet one another. I offered each player and coach a polite nod and a firm handshake. I was still a little shy for too much socializing, but I did offer a genuine 'good luck' to the more pleasant players. The rest of the team followed suit, and all the while I could feel the anxiety of the crowd grow. They wanted the game to get started. They wanted to see who would be their winners for the day. I couldn't help but agree, and I felt my breathing quicken from all the excitement as adrenalin rushed through me. Finally, the signal went off for coaches and their subs to report to their viewing rooms above the arena.

"Good luck you guys!" I called cheerfully to the group that was staying behind on the field. Arika and Ellen flashed me a thumbs up, and Alex nodded. Jackson just grunted in response. Considering his usual behavior, I considered that to be almost a bear hug. Waving one last time, I jogged after the rest of the subs, and watched as Rampancy yet again took their places on the starting line. It was the same line up as the game against Siren, but I knew that this game would be different. We were all stronger, faster, and more in tune with one another.

In my gut, I just felt the stirrings that we would prove ourselves even better than before.


	32. Chapter 31: Like Things Used to Be

**(A/N) Okay, after an unforgivable two month delay, we are back and ready to get Grifballing once more! I apologise for the long gap between the last chapter and this one, and assure you that you will never have to go through such a long wait again. Due to constrictions on my time, and the increased workload I've taken on as we prepare for some new fics that you'll all be hearing more about soon, Lili-Hunter, the writer of Jackson Rothe, will take over the editing and updating of Grifball: Running Rampant on Tuesdays and Fridays for the foreseeable future, so she'll make her first appearance with the next update! For those interested in trying out for Agent Texas in our Red vs Blue fic, Phase Two: Betrayal, applications will open on Monday the 17****th**** of February on our forum, so keep an eye out for that!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-One – Like Things Used to Be<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>I love teamwork. I love the idea of everyone rallying together to help me win.<em>_"_ ― Jarod Kintz, _A Zebra is the Piano of the Animal Kingdom__._

* * *

><p>The atmosphere in the tunnel leading onto the Grifball pitch could only be described as tense, to put it mildly. Alex glanced around, trying to contain his usual sugar-rush levels of excitement and the temptation to bounce from foot to foot. Something more subtle, perhaps. He instead leaned against the wall, hands fiddling with the hilt of his plasma sword that was, for the moment, deactivated, until the moment he walked onto the pitch, when some kind of field would send a signal to the weapon, allowing for its activation. It was a wise precaution as, a few years back, two members of Insanity had decided to use their blades on each other during the after-game commiserations. Three clean-ups later, the Commissioner decided to actually use his budget, instead of merely smiling at it or something equally inane that no doubt used the entirety of his three brain cells.<p>

Jackson was standing there, impassive; face set in granite as he almost unconsciously drummed is fingers against his other arm, folded against his chest. It was impossible to tell precisely what he was thinking; for once, no attempt was made to communicate with Alex, given that Jackson had been trying hard to do so recently. He was either focused on the game, or he was trying to bite back a snide comment, an insult, whatever, Alex didn't care. He'd already heard enough of them. If Jackson wanted to start now, Anderson could find himself another Runner right now.

Arika was more emotive than her Captain, glancing around at the other members of the line-up, breathing slowly and regulated as she leaned back against the wall and then leaned forwards off of it, as though relaxing in any way, shape or form was forbidden. Despite her almost weary glances at Jackson every now and again, she seemed excited for the match and definitely nervous, her fingers clenched around the handle of her hammer, apparently having already gone through her little motions that had become well known to the rest of the team by now.

Ellen meanwhile, was stood nearer to Alex then the others, eyes closed as she apparently mentally prepared herself for the upcoming match. Alex reached over, drawing her attention as he nodded to her, a question in his eyes. She nodded tensely in response, smiling, or at least attempting to. Before Alex could say another word, he was cut off by the commentators' voice reaching through the solid grey door ahead of them, carrying with an odd echoing quality.

**"And facing Velocity today, the controversial but effective, RAMPANCY!"**

Jackson nodded to the rest of the line-up, moving forwards to the front of the group, walking confidently forwards towards the door as it smoothly slid downwards into the ground with barely any noise at all, save for a slight hiss. As they entered the arena, the sudden light – in comparison to the relative darkness they had been in before – dazzled Alex, and he had to fight the impulse to raise a hand to shield his eyes from the sudden blinding pain. The group lined up on the blue line marking one side of the pitch, presenting a united front to Velocity, clad in the opposing red, revealing none of the tensions or strain between them that had plagued the team like locusts.

Alex quickly took in the arena, the pitch and the layout. Unlike some of the more unique stadiums out there, this one appeared to be a regular design, none of the special traps or features, like holes leading to water that killed on contact or those new kill ball things that everyone was going on about in the outer colonies. What a waste of budget. Did people seriously use these? Alex quickly focused in on the target, the ball itself, though bomb was really a better phrase to use. He traced the line from the ball to the opponent's goal, the tiny plate lying a hundred feet away, just screaming at him_. 'Score on me! You know you want to!'_

He wanted to. He really did. Happily, he reached up and placed his helmet over his head, the HUD activating seconds later, allowing him the usual view he received of the pitch. Seconds later, a voice sounded in his ear.

**"Spawn bonk, you reckon?"** Arika's voice sounded out hesitantly. It was a fair suggestion. Alex had to agree.

"Sounds about right. I reckon you focus on the tank on the left, while Ellen and… Jackson," it took effort to say the name. "Cover me on the right. We separate them and leave the goal wide open." There were a few seconds of silence, enough to cause Alex to look around, seeing Jackson standing still, not moving. There was a tense silence, until-

**"Good plan."** The two words were all that were needed. They were a team again. Alex turned back to the pitch, now focused on the countdown, the metallic clicks of the timer, his own heartbeat as his eyes narrowed and all other sound was blocked out, the surrounding crowd's roars, the thoughts running through his head, everything, except for his breathing, slow and measured and his heartbeat, seemingly pumping in perfect time with the timer.

And then the game started. Instantly, the others, moving perfectly into position within seconds, smashed their hammers into the metallic surface beneath them as Alex launched himself forwards. The manoeuvre was performed seamlessly and Alex found himself soaring forwards, across the pitch. Velocity seemed to have gone for the safer option, avoiding Rampancy's move in favour of charging forwards as one. If Rampancy had failed, Velocity would be off to an early grab. Ales saw their hybrid swing forwards, intending to cut Alex of before he began.

However, as Alex hit the ground, he rolled forwards, ducking under the swing as he scooped the bomb into his arm. As he continued, Jackson's hammer swung through the space where Alex himself had been, smashing into the hybrid and sending him flying back. Their tank, darting over to help, was instantly felled by Arika, who took advantage of his distraction to send a heavy blow to his visor, flipping him backwards.

Alex continued forwards, sprinting, heavily aware of the other two players on his back closely, with Ellen and Jackson not far behind. Hurriedly, he darted to one side as ahead, one of the downed players respawned, heading straight for him. Focusing on the goal, he spun to the side again, dodging a sword swing and distracting the player long enough for a well-placed blast from Ellen to take him down. As Jackson and Arika finished the other Velocity players, Ellen stuck close behind Alex as he ducked another swing from the last Defender to allow him easy access to the goal, almost casually placing the bomb onto the plate, grinning as he jogged backwards, hearing rather than seeing the explosion behind him.

As the group reformed at their line, there was definitely less tension in the air then before. Rampancy was off to an early lead, 1-0.

**"Same plan?" Alex asked, voice filled with relief. Jackson shook his head.**

**"No. Let them try it, this time. We'll charge. Split them and charge through the middle."** Alex nodded. It was a feasible plan, if a rather reliant on circumstance.

However, true to Jackson's predictions, Velocity's next start was an attempt at re-creating Rampancy's successful Bonk. And, still true to Jackson's predictions, they messed it up, badly, sending their runner far to the left side of the arena, and killing another Defender. The remaining players, far from letting this distract them, charged forwards, towards Rampancy, who was already at the middle of the cavernous room.

Alex once again grabbed the bomb, falling back slightly and allowing Ellen and Arika to move ahead and attack the other players. Alex and Jackson, united for once, followed closely behind. A sudden swing from the left caught Jackson unawares, and he fell, momentarily dead as the Runner engaged Alex. Alex found himself on the defensive, ducking and weaving around the Runner, looking for an opening, as Ellen and Arika attacked the rest of Velocity. Finally, the player overextended himself, lunging forwards with his sword, allowing Alex to smoothly pivot to the side and knock his sword away, enabling him to catch the player across the face with a heavy blow, sending him skidding away.

Jackson sprinted past, arms open as he raced towards the goal. Alex reached backwards, lobbing the ball with all of his strength, sending it on a perfect arc into Jackson's waiting arms, just as he reached the plate, slamming it home.

The score was now 2-0 and Velocity were certainly aware of it, hammering Rampancy with a devastating assault, almost costing them a point when the Runner was feet away from Rampancy's plate. Luckily, he was rapidly stopped by Ellen, who was in the right place in the right time, impaling him through the chest and causing him to drop the bomb. Rampancy quickly pulled back, forcing their way through Velocity's defence with hammering blows. Alex hung back, holding the bomb delicately as the other three forced Velocity backwards like a wave. Eventually, they reached the spawn line, where Alex finished their last defender with a heavy blow from the ball, before he easily planted the bomb.

Velocity came back quickly, adding a point to their own side when Alex was caught unawares by their tank, a hammer catching him solidly in the chest, denting his chestplate and bending his ribs backwards, puncturing his lungs and filling his mouth with blood, causing him to double over as he coughed, covering his visor with sticky, coppery blood. All of this occurred within a nanosecond, before the agony of having his atoms torn apart and reconstructed in a whole and healthy state in seconds, spawning at his own end, in time to see Velocity's runner sprint past Jackson as he fell, also killed and Arika, alongside Ellen, were held back by the others. The bomb went off seconds later, where Alex had to dive to the side to avoid being killed twice in quick succession, the second by being instantly barbequed.

Despite a rather, if Alex could toot his own horn, fantastic point where he had made use of a nice jump to avoid a sword swing, before realising that the other three players were guarding the plate, hammers ready to pound him into a red smear onto the ground. The others were far too far behind him to be of any assistance at the second, having been killed getting Alex there. Calculating multiple routes within seconds, he decided to wing it and rolled forwards instead, avoiding the desperate swings of the players caught unaware and unprepared for the move, rolling directly onto the goal plate, accepting the fiery agony and death in order to feel the rush of adrenaline and success as a fourth point was added to Rampancy's already impressive lead.

The next round was far more painful, for both Rampancy's pride and for Alex. Despite an easy start for Rampancy, grabbing the bomb and forcing Velocity back several metres, a tank managed to send Ellen smashing to the ground and their line buckled, allowing Velocity to slip through the crack in their armour and attack the rest. Arika was quickly taken down by the combined efforts of the Defender and Tank as they teamed up against her, while Jackson was felled by Ellen's killer. Alex tried desperately to get through to their side while they were distracted with the rest of Rampancy. Cold, maybe, but he had to make the most of a bad situation.

Without warning, a hammer came out of nowhere, clotheslining him as it swung forwards to connect sharply with his neck, the bladed side sinking deep beneath the suit surrounding his skin, before splitting that as well and slamming home as it connected with the bone, the kinetic force impacting seconds later and sending him snapping backwards, head brutally cut backwards as he regenerated a second later back onto his own side, sinking to his knees as the agony, the phantom pain overwhelmed him and he let out a scream which he quickly cut off, Ellen rushing to his side instantly as Velocity scored a second goal, victorious in their stance. This time, there was some booing from the crowd, the extreme violence, alongside the calculated way the move was performed apparently unpopular.

Despite the anger in his stance, and the obvious verbal fit he wanted to throw, Jackson managed to control himself somehow, instead merely shaking his head. They were so close!

The last point scored was, quite simply, a massacre. In seeming response to the unnecessary agony caused to one of Rampancy's members creating a wave of fury. Velocity buckled under the four of them, falling back and losing ground or falling dead at their hands. Alex planted the last bomb plant without even much effort as the game ended and the crowd roared its approval or horror at the result.

The rest of Rampancy streaked onto the pitch, pulling the team members into bone-crushing hugs and lifting them off of their feet, victory in every line of their face as they cheered and roared. Even Jackson was happier than he had been recently, a genuine smile of, could that be approval? On his face as he removed his helmet and observed them. He paused, before speaking, quietly.

"Good job. All of you." They all turned to look at him, in shock. It wasn't much, but for Jackson, it was pretty much Vesuvius erupting. Alex caught his eye and nodded, smile on his face as well, before he turned back to conversing in rapid tones with Ellen.

He hardly even heard Coach as he spoke to them, grinning as he removed his blue Rampancy cap. Something about a victory party or some interview thing, Alex didn't know, only that they were told to dress up. He was far too happy, thinking back to the moment of the last goal, when he exchanged a look with Jackson just then.

For a second, it was like things as they used to be.


	33. Chapter 32: Shock To The System

**(A/N) Happy Valentine's Day, everyone! It's Lili-Hunter here, and I hope ya'll have a wonderful day, filled with chocolate and roses. And if Valentine's isn't your thing, then I have something that's sure to cheer you up - the latest update for Grifball: Running Rampant! Enjoy. :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Two - Shock To The System<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p><em>"Things do not change; we do." - <em>Henry David Thoreau

* * *

><p>Arika nodded, feigning interest in something incredibly, mind-numbingly dull some wife of some guy from some board involved somehow with Grifball was saying to her. She was still basically vibrating with elation. Rampancy had <em>won<em>! Sure, they had won pre-season friendlies, but this was their first _real_ game.

Across the private board room, Ellen caught her eye. The Defender was also stuck talking to a gaggle of people she didn't know or particularly care to know. Her group of admirers were all under the age of eighteen. Arika gave a discreet half-wave before returning her attention to the woman before her.

"I would just like to say I'm very sorry about your Runner," she was saying conspiratorially.

Arika frowned. "Don't worry about it, he's fine," she replied. Why were people still bugging them about Alex? He was back, the team was happy and Jackson was being reasonable since his friend had returned.

The dignitary's wife laid her hand on the Tanks arm and sighed patronizingly. "It's okay, I know it's hard for you." With that strange comment, she spun on her heel and flounced away.

"Um…?!" Arika's mouth opened and closed several times before she managed to regain control of it. That had been odd. She glanced down at her empty glass and decided that something had to be done to remedy that.

Weaving between knots of excitedly chatting guests, Arika spotted the rest of her teammates. Will was engaged by a man in a particularly crisp suit she faintly recognized as the club owner. The Runner was doing a lot of slow nodding, unusually subdued. Close to him, Coach was listening to a journalist Arika thought she had seen once or twice before. Jamie chatted to another group of children, arms waving with excitement. On the far side of the room sat Jackson and Alex. The two were being interviewed in front of a camera together and they each wore an equally pained expression. Jason had claimed a corner for his own and munched on some food in the brief moment away from the party. Sophie was in the middle of skirting groups when another board member materialized in front of her.

Arriving at the buffet table, Arika nearly ran into Kiara. Apparently the other Tank had the same goal in mind.

"Busy place, eh?" Arika said to her friend.

Kiara nodded. "They keep asking me about Will, it's…"

"Weird? Annoying? Enough to make you want to knock them out with a grav hammer?" she suggested.

"I was going to say _none of their business_," the other woman replied.

Arika laughed. "Okay. Good enough. So far I've gotten a lot of questions about our Runner. But they're never specific. It's driving me nuts!"

"Hey, Arika, can I talk to you now?"

She turned to see a balding man. "Yes?" From the corner of her eye, she watches Kiara sidle away.

"I just wanted to express my sincerest apologies." His hand found her arm in a very familiar way. She stared down at it.

"Uh… thanks?" Now she was worried. What had happened? Was her father okay? Her little brother? She couldn't deal with losing them on top of her mother and older brother. No way.

The man nodded and released her arm. "Just remember that –"

She never got to hear what it was she was supposed to remember because a camera was abruptly jammed in her face. The flash popped and Arika was momentarily blinded.

"Sam!" she gasped. "Don't do that!"

The blonde photographer lowered her camera apologetically. "Sorry about that. It was just an awesome shot."

The Tank shook her head. "Never mind. Maybe you could warn me next time, though?"

"Sam!" scolded a familiar voice. "How many pictures do you need?"

Turning around, Arika was nearly face to face with none other than Desmond Danhar. "Fancy meeting you here."

They had all met before, months ago. It was just after Arika had found out she was being assigned to Rampancy for an interview. It was pretty much the first real glimpse at life as a pro Grifball player for her.

"Arika, it's been a while." He grabbed her hand and shook it enthusiastically. "I hope you can see after that assault."

Sam fiddled with the lens on her camera and ignored her coworker. Then she waved. "See you later, Arika!"

She turned to Desmond again. "What's with the third-degree going on over there?" she asked, jerking her chin to where Alex and Jackson were still being grilled by another reporter.

He shrugged. "Something about the team. I'm not really sure."

"Oh. Okay." Arika took a swig of her drink. Judging by the knot in Jackson's face, it wasn't a friendly discussion. He had been much more reasonable of late, so she wasn't sure it was about the influx of women on his team. Since the final point of the game he had been… proud. It was the best change she had seen in a teammate ever, never mind a captain. She was just glad he realized what it was he had with the team now.

"Hey, it was nice to see you again, but I've got to go now," Desmond said, snapping her attention back to him.

"What? Oh, yeah. See you," she muttered distractedly. She stood there for a couple minutes, just sipping at her drink and watching the people in the room. Eventually, she reasoned that she probably shouldn't hover around the food table. Gritting her teeth, she went over and started a couple short conversations.

It was strange. It didn't matter what she opened with, inevitably the discussion drifted towards 'the Runner' before falling apart. She grew more and more worried each time she turned to a new guest and more and more frustrated they wouldn't answer her questions.

About an hour later, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Arika spun around, ready to lay into whomever was touching her when she found herself looking up into Will's face.

"Can we talk for a minute?" he asked, expression pinched.

She shrugged. "All right. Yeah."

He waved for her to follow him. They moved over to a quieter corner.

"What's up?" she prompted.

Will took a steadying breath. "Okay. Um, I have some… news for you and the team." He pushed a hand through his hair. Arika saw his fingers shaking.

"Hey, it's all good. Take your time," she said.

"Right." He swallowed. "Here goes. The club just accepted an offer to transfer me to Maverick." His eyes closed.

For a full minute, Arika just gawked at him in silence. She was confused. Why was he leaving? How could this be happening? Will was such an important part of the team. She burst out laughing. "Very funny, Will! That's a good one!"

His face crumpled a little. He didn't say anything, just waited for her to stop.

"You… You're not kidding, are you?"

Will shook his head without a word.

"You're actually leaving?"

He nodded equally silently.

Arika put a hand to her mouth. No. That couldn't be. "When are you leaving?"

"Tomorrow," he said, voice tight. "I have to take my medical and that before they actually sign me, but it's happening."

"Thanks for telling me and all, but why not Kiara or Jackson?"

He winces. "Honestly, Jackson and Alex would flip. They'd get into trouble for trying to make me stay. And Kiara…" he trailed off. "Well, I don't know how to tell her about it."

"You really should though," Arika said. She dipped her head. "Don't forget to stay in touch, Will." She backed away, throat constricting.

Her gaze raked through the room, searching out one person in particular. She had to holler at someone right now. Finally she picked his profile out of the pile of people. She shoved her way over to Coach Anderson.

"What were you thinking?" she demanded, planting herself in front of him. A sharp sting of anger and betrayal bubbled up at last.

"Arika -?"

"How could you transfer Will?" she practically shouted.

He sighed and held up a hand to placate her. "Arika, first of all, let me tell you how much I don't want to give him up. He's a good player and I honestly have no idea how we can replace him."

"Then-" she began hotly.

"Listen," he interrupted. "I may be your coach, but I don't have the ability to influence decisions made for transfer requests. I'm as frustrated as you are, trust me. But the matter is out of my hands. I did as much as I could to advise Rampancy's Director of Grifball not to approve the transfer, but he went through with it."

The Tank scrutinized Coach. He looked tired. As if he had spent a lot of sleepless nights thinking about this. He also looked remorseful. "You should have made him realize what kind of player Will is. You should have made him see that we need him. You should have _done more_," she hissed.

He didn't say anything.

"You know what the worst part was?" she asked. "People have been asking me all night how I'm holding up with the Runner problem up in the air. That Will basically dragged me off to tell me this himself. I can't believe this is happening."

"Arika, I'm sorry. It's not my decision. And it was only fair to let Will break the news. Do you understand me?"

She didn't say anything. Of course she didn't understand him. She didn't see why she should either. Arika forced herself to nod. "Goodnight, sir."

With that, Arika left the stadium. She spent the bus ride back to her apartment staring out the window and wishing this wasn't happening.


	34. Chapter 33: Breaking The News

**(A/N) Okay, time for the latest update in Grifball: Running Rampant! Also, just before we begin, a quick note to say that we've opened applications for Agent Texas in our main fic, Phase Two: Betrayal, which can be found on our forum. At the moment, we're also holding some award nominations for several Red vs. Blue fics - the full list of which can be found, again, on our forum - and are looking for some people to vote on them! If you'd like to vote, simply head over to our forum and have a look through the nominated ****fics, then send your votes in a PM to this account! :)  
><strong>

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Three – Breaking the News<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Don't kill the messenger." <em>― Sophocles, _Antigone_

* * *

><p>Ryan Anderson stepped out into the light of their training hall, and for the first time in years wished that he was anywhere else. He knew that it was his responsibility to break the news he had to bear to his team, but that didn't mean that he was happy about it, or that he didn't wish there was a way for someone else to take this bullet. He didn't relish the task that lay before him at all, but it was his job to deliver it, and he would be damned before allowing another person to.<p>

The team paused as he walked in for a moment, nodding to him, or, in the case of Alex, giving him a wry salute, before returning to their training. He sighed to himself, gave Paul Meywood, his assistant coach, a glum nod, before calling the team together with a sharp, "Rampancy, get your asses over here, double time!"

The team made their way over, all of them looking confused, barring Arika, who must have known what was coming. Alex cocked his head in bafflement – Anderson never interrupted a training session, on principle – and opened his mouth, voicing the team's collective thoughts. "Eh, what's going on sir? Has something happened? Will's not gone and injured himself after that party last night, right?"

The last sentence was meant as a joke, but Anderson saw Arika blanch at these words, and something in his own expression must have alerted the team to the gravity of the situation. He cleared his throat somewhat uneasily, not able to meet their collective gaze. "I've got some bad news, guys," he began, forcing the words out. "Will's requested a transfer, and our Director of Grifball, Mr Knight, has accepted an offer from Maverick for him. He left for his medical this morning. As of noon today, he'll no longer be a Rampancy player."

The coach's words settled over the team with a grim sense of finality, and there was a brief moment of silence as they processed this, unable to believe what Anderson was saying. Alex, of course, was the first to break the spell that had fallen over them, chuckling weakly and shaking his head.

"That's bullshit, Coach," he said, smiling desperately. "Nice joke and all, but seriously, where's Will? Was he too hungover to show his face today? He _was_ drinking pretty heavily last night!"

Coach just sighed, and continued to look at the ground. "I'm sorry Alex, but this isn't a joke. Arika can back me up here; Will told her about it last night."

Another brief silence fell, but this one was far more hostile, as seven pairs of eyes swivelled and turned to Arika Myles' suddenly worried form, filled with accusation and betrayal.

"She _knew_?!" Jackson spat, evidently disgusted that a girl had been the first to be informed, rather than himself. "I'm the goddamn captain of this team, and yet _I'm _the last to hear about this?!"

The others seemed equally displeased, and Anderson, realising that throwing Arika into the equation had been a mistake, hurriedly stepped in before any further damage could be done. "Will chose to tell her himself, despite the fact that he had been explicitly told to keep it to himself. Arika's not to blame here."

Suddenly, as though a switch had been flipped, Jackson's head jerked in Anderson's direction, spittle flecking his lips as he prepared to launch into another tirade. "You're right, Coach, it's not her fault, it's yours! What the hell were you thinking, letting them sell Will off? He's one of our best players!"

Anderson held up his hands, silencing Jackson, if just for a moment. "I didn't have any say into it, Jackson. Once Will handed in the transfer request, it was out of my hands."

"You stopped me from leaving," Alex murmured suddenly, and the others parted to let him through, his index finger raised accusingly at Anderson. "When I handed in _my _transfer request, you made me stay, despite everything I did and said. What happened here? Why didn't you do the same with Will?"

The accusing tone with which this was said angered Anderson, irritated by the team's assumption that he had done nothing to stop Will from leaving. "Of course I did the same with Will, damn it!" he replied, curtly, barely hiding his irritation. "I asked him to stay, to reconsider. I pleaded with him, I offered him a raise in salary, I damn well got down on my knees and _begged!_ But he wasn't having any of it, and _that _was the difference here. He just wanted out, and there was nothing that I could say or do to stop him."

"Of course there was," Jackson broke in, eyes hard as glared at his coach, dismissing the older man's excuses. "There's always something more you could have done. There's _always_ something!"

He paused for a second, breathing deeply, before glancing back at his teammates, and his voice took on a scornful tone as his features hardened. "You think _this _group of players are going to be enough to take us all the way? Sure, Will mightn't be quite as good a Runner as Alex, but he was a far better player than anyone else here! Say Alex gets injured, are we going to have to rely on _Rush _to pull us through?" The way his mouth struggled over Sophie's name indicated his scorn, and Anderson's disapproval was reflected by the negative reaction of Jackson's teammates to his words.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Sophie challenged the captain, furious.

"Exactly what it sounded like," Jackson replied, almost lazily, rolling his eyes. "You're not fit to wipe Will's boots. You're all girls, or rookies, or, damn it, both! We're going to be going up against experienced players, experienced _teams_, and what have I got to work with? The bottom of the barrel, the fucking scrapings–"

"That's enough, Jackson," Anderson broke in, frowning at his captain with a look that clearly promised punishment if he said anything further. Jackson stared at him for a moment, panting heavily, glaring once more at his coach. Suddenly, he merely shrugged, and pushed past the coach as we walked towards the dressing rooms, muttering "Fuck it, anyway," beneath his breath.

Sighing slightly, Anderson turned to the rest of the team, trying to ignore his captain's sudden departure. "Regardless of what we might wish, Will is gone now, and we're going to have to face that. Sophie, this means that you'll now be our second Runner, so I expect you to put in the extra effort in training. You're still a long way off where you need to be."

The young Runner stared at him for a moment, eyes narrowed, before slightly inclining her head, and Anderson decided to take that as a positive sign, and moved on. "Sometimes, despite your best efforts, things like this happen, and what is important is how we deal with setbacks like this, not what we could have done to stop them. Will's made his decision, and he's moving on. We're going to need to too."

There was some muttering amongst the players, and Anderson could tell that Kiara was trying to hold back tears – something he wasn't all too surprised about, given that she and Will seemed to have had a strong relationship, and this indeed had been one of the things he had brought up when trying to change Will's mind – but they seemed to accept his words, and began to settle down.

Alex, however, was still evidently displeased, shaking his head in irritation. He broke off, and followed Jackson's footsteps, making his way towards the dressing rooms too. It was easier for the girls, Anderson supposed. They had known Will for only a short amount of time, not for years like Alex and Jackson had. They hadn't cried and bled with him, suffered defeats and personal failure. No, all they knew was a brief moment of sunshine, an easy-going pre-season, and one brief game in which they came out on top. Losing Will was like losing a friend whom they had just met, for indeed that was all he was. It might be hard for them over the next few days, but they would get over it.

Alex and Jackson wouldn't have it so easy, and, to tell the truth, neither would he. Anderson had brought Will into the fold several years back, even before Alex had been a Rampancy player, and his level-headedness and good sense had proved a good foil to Alex and Jackson's own personal faults, along with the faults of other members of the team. He had high hopes for Will still, but simply regretted that Will's future, for the time being, at least, was no longer with Rampancy.

He looked at the rest of his team, from Kiara's tearful eyes, to Arika's flushed face, still feeling guilty over not informing her teammates of Will's departure, to Ellen's calm gaze, unperturbed by this news, Jamie and Jason's forced displeasure, neither having known Will for long, and Sophie's worried looks, suddenly faced with taking centre stage at some point in the near future.

_They would just have to deal with it,_ he mused. _There is nothing more to say._

"Training's cancelled for the rest of the day," he murmured, gesturing for them to follow Alex and Jackson to the changing rooms and head on home. "Can't expect anything from you after this. But I want you all here at the normal time tomorrow, and if anyone's late, or, god forbid, doesn't show, they will be getting docked a week's wages, and will face my own personal wrath, understood?"

There was a tired murmur of assent from his team, and they filed past him, leaving him alone in the training room but for the string of coaches, who took that point to leave too, sensing that their work for the day was over. His assistant, Coach Meywood, walked over, understanding Anderson's glum look.

"Broke the news about Weissman, I take it?" he asked sympathetically, though Anderson knew that he was privately glad not to have had to make the revelation himself, and he couldn't blame him.

"Yep," Anderson replied morosely, running his hand through his grey hair. "Damn pity that he's going, but he didn't want to stay. Spent every waking moment of three damn days trying to convince him, but he wasn't having any of it."

Meywood sighed in response, and looked out onto the parking lot, as Jackson's car sped out, the sound of its tires squealing heard through the room's glass walls. "You tell them why he wanted to leave?" he asked, conversationally, though Anderson knew there was more to it than that.

"Of course not! What good would it have done? We've had a hard enough time building up team spirit as it is, the last thing I need is for this to leak out."

Meywood didn't say anything as he watched Jackson's car disappear, the ground's parking lot gates only just opening in time before the captain's furious driving, and he continued to remain silent until it passed from sight.

"I think that it's going to come out anyway," he replied slowly, almost as though he was in a daze, blinking suddenly and glancing over at his superior. "Stuff like that always does. Perhaps it would have been better for them to hear it from you, rather than from…other sources."

Anderson stared at him for a moment, nonplussed, before looking out and the parking area and realising that Jackson's car was absent. "Oh, fuck," he murmured, and shook his head wearily.

"That's going to be a problem."

_As if I didn't have enough of those to deal with already_, he thought, before turning away.


	35. Chapter 34: Hot-Headed Believer

**(A/N) Hey all, time for the latest update in Grifball: Running Rampant! Before we begin, another quick reminder that applications for Agent Texas in Phase Two: Betrayal are still open, and also that the award nominations are still up, so you can still vote on them! If you're interested, you know where to find us! Anyway, enjoy! :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Four - Hot-Headed Believer<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"Conventional people are roused to fury by departure from convention, largely because they regard such departure as a criticism of themselves."<em> – Bertrand Russell

* * *

><p>Tires squealed as a certain Rampancy Hybrid stamped his foot on their brakes. Jackson's car jerked to a stop, and would have thrown him violently against the steering wheel, if not for the fact that he was already half out of his seat. He only just remembered to throw the gear stick into the correct position before he slammed the driver's door shut, and turned to storm up the apartment building's steps.<p>

He couldn't think, could hardly breathe. A tight, hot sphere had settled in his windpipe, choking off all his oxygen and streaking his vision with crimson – or was that just anger blurring his vision?

Jackson didn't know. He couldn't tell the difference anymore.

But the fact remained that Jackson was absolutely livid. His body shook with flaming fury, his fists clenched just through the effort of keeping it all contained. His world was falling apart – hell, it had been for some time. Ever since those damn _girls_ had arrived at Rampancy's training center, Jackson's foundations had been slowly, but meticulously, taken away from him. And don't dare think for even a second that he hadn't noticed the connection.

First, his team had been taken away from him – Caleb, Anthony, and Brian. They may have been a little thickskulled, but at least they respected him. Jackson had always been able to rely on them. They'd trusted and listened to him, and in return, he'd done the same for them. That had resulted in one of the best and most efficient line-ups that Rampancy had ever seen, and Jackson still felt a smug thrill of pride whenever he thought about last year's season. But they'd let him down, screwing up so close to the beginning of the next season. That had been bitter to swallow, but at least Jackson had known that some fresh blood, as well as the remaining 'veterans' – Will, Alex, and himself – might give them the boost they needed to actually win the Grand Finals this season. But, no. Instead of three new men brimming with raw potential, Jackson had found himself staring down at three weak, untried, and just generally disappointing girls. Reality had shattered his shiny, gold-cup dreams, and its names were Kiara, Ellen, and Arika. And don't even get him started on Sophie and Jamie – that was just like rubbing salt into his wounds. Jason, at least, had been a small blessing – but even he couldn't make up for the potential loss of five over-powered guys.

Next was Coach, because Ryan Anderson could barely hold his gaze anymore, not without disappointment welling in his dark green eyes. Communication between a team's coach and captain was key, but their loud and angry shouting matches just wasn't going to cut it.

And so it was that Rampancy's fate had fallen on the backs of the last remaining veterans. Alex, Will, and of course, himself. Jackson had known that it would be difficult, but he'd held stubbornly onto the hope that victory could still be theirs, even with a girl on the field. But even that hadn't lasted long – Alex had threatened to leave almost immediately. And, sure, Jackson had grown enough that he was able to admit that most of that had been his fault. Hey, at least he'd stood up and he'd fucking dealt with it.

Jackson hadn't – or at least, he'd tried not to – let it get in the way of the game. Rampancy came first, and everything else – his relationships, his friends, his family, and himself – came second. That was the way that it had always been, and Jackson didn't see a single problem with it.

But obviously, a very specific someone didn't agree with him. And that someone had abruptly decided to pack up his bags and just. Fucking. _Leave_. Without warning, without explanation – without even saying goodbye to the few people who'd had his back ever since the first time that he had shown up on Rampancy's doorstep. Jackson, to be frank, had taken the news badly; been thrown for a loop for a while. He'd never expected this - why should he have? But honestly, Jackson was already screwed up enough that his reaction now was no surprise.

After all, Jackson was optimistic when it came to his and Alex's situation – he knew that, eventually, he'd have his friend back. For now, though, their relationship was still tense, dancing on the edge of a knife. And though the captain had high hopes for their newest male recruit, the fact remained that Jason was still new. Fresh, sure, but relatively untried. Jackson couldn't rely on him, not yet.

But, as far as Jackson was concerned, that all would have been fucking fine – at least he'd had Will at his side. Right?

Wrong.

Will Weissman, second Rampancy Runner, was _leaving_. Leaving Rampancy, leaving the team – leaving Jackson to struggle alone under the ever-increasing weight of a team that barely wanted him there in the first place.

Jackson was good. He was _damn_ good, and he knew it. But the truth couldn't be ignored, not even by him. Jackson Rothe, Hybrid and captain, just could not single-handedly carry his team to season victory.

And he hated them for it.

* * *

><p>One of Will's neighbours, a little old man, was just exiting the building as Jackson approached. The wrinkled guy shuffled through the door, his red cardigan flapping around his waist as the wind played with its hem. And – was that – oh, for fuck's sake, it <em>was<em>. Clearly, the universe had a sick interest in continually pissing Jackson off, because the guy turned around – and embroidered clearly across his shoulder blades in a stupid-looking, loopy font, was '_Maverick_'. The same damn team that Will was transferring to.

Jackson's teeth clenched, pain spiking into his gums from the sheer force he put into it. But he ignored it, knowing that the little bit of suffering was undoubtedly better than the words that he wanted to spit at the old man. A muscle in his jaw twitched, and Jackson wouldn't have been entirely surprised if his jaw had shattered then and there.

Even so, the Hybrid picked up his pace, the pound of each boot into the concrete just a little faster than before. The old guy was an asshole just for wearing that dumb shirt in Jackson's sight, but he was also a swiftly disappearing opportunity to get inside the apartment building. Somehow, Jackson just didn't think that Will would be willing to buzz him in.

His hand slammed into the crack between doorframe and door just in time. Below his arm, the old man jumped in surprise – maybe he was deaf, or something, and hadn't seen him coming. Hell if Jackson knew. Not that he cared, either. Without looking, Jackson stepped back, yanking the heavy, metal door open. He didn't speak – didn't trust himself to, and frankly, he didn't think he could talk past the coiled, choking rage in his throat. The captain shoved past the old, wrinkly resident, and chose to ignore the small squeak as the senior was shoved roughly into the wall.

Will lived by himself, on the second highest floor. Too impatient to wait for the lift, Jackson grabbed the door handle leading to the stairs and stepped free of the red-carpeted hall, the soft light giving way to the harsh fluorescents hidden in the stairwell. He threw himself up them, barely noticing the burn in his legs as he ascended – thank God for Anderson's brutal training regime.

As Jackson stepped on to the correct landing, his pocket buzzed. It threw his concentration for a second, and the captain almost physically stumbled. But the surprise lasted only a moment, and he quickly ripped his phone free. He glanced down at the screen, shoving into the hallway without looking. It was Coach. Probably calling to make sure that Jackson wasn't about to do... well, _exactly_ what he was about to do. He stared at it for a moment, and then silenced the damn thing before slipping it back into his pocket.

Will's apartment door was on the opposite end of the hall. Jackson strode towards it, his determined anger doubling with every stride. The hall's red carpet and red walls blurred around him, almost mockingly. He'd never given much thought to it before – what significance had the colour held? – but now, it was like he was seeing it in a different light.

Rampancy played in blue. Maverick, on the other hand, played in goddamn _red_.

The door shuddered under his fist, a numbed pain knocking on his knuckles. He didn't have to wait long. There was the slow scrape as the person inside undid the locks, and then the wooden door was swung wide open. Will stood in the breach, his shoulders curled forward. His brown hair was even more sticky-uppy than usual, no doubt because he'd been running his hands through it. But his hazel eyes were guarded as he stared up at Jackson.

"Hey," he said simply.

'Hey'? '_Hey_'? The response threw him for a second. He'd been expecting immediate defensiveness, or aggression. Hell, he hadn't expected Will to open the damn door at all. But even so, Jackson had not driven all the way there like a bat out of hell for a stupid 'hey'. He had not stormed out of the Rampancy's stupid training facilities for a 'hey' – he was not risking another bloody row with Coach Anderson for a '_hey_'.

_Will Weissman was not fucking leaving Rampancy with a goddamn 'hey'_. So Jackson responded, in his mind, the only appropriate way that he could.

He stepped forward, shoving at Will's shoulders. The Runner stumbled backwards. "What the _hell_, Will!" Jackson roared, his chest puffing out in anger. He did it again, forcing Will to retreat further into his apartment. "You're leaving Rampancy? _For Maverick_?! Goddamn it, man, are you insane?!"

"Look, Jackson, I was gonna tell you-"

"The hell you were!" Jackson snapped. He stabbed at Will's chest with his index finger, fury snarling in his chest. "You were gonna leave us without saying anything, to anyone! You fucking _coward_!"

For a brief moment, Jackson's anger burned in Will's eyes. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, and Jackson was almost, almost, distracted by its disappearance. What, Will had decided that he wasn't even worth fighting with, anymore? The thought stung.

"I told Arika," the ex-Rampancy Runner corrected, though it seemed to Jackson like a sullen and petulant protest than anything else.

His instinctive response should have been to reel backwards, take a step away so that he could re-evaluate his opponent. But Jackson didn't do that. He stomped forward, looming over Will as an unshakable, unmovable menace. "Oh, you told _Arika_?" he echoed rigidly, his voice shaking with the strength of his responding fury. He hated the way that Will said her name – as though it in itself was a justification; that Jackson didn't have the _right_, because Will had already told Arika. As though she were superior to him. "I don't fucking _care_ if you told _her_, Will! She's _not_. _Your_. _Captain_! Damn it, Will – I should have been the first person you told! _I'm your captain!_"

The harsh words faded away into silence. Will said nothing, staring at his feet. Jackson waited for a reply, breathing harshly through his nose. The effort it was taking to keep from grabbing Will's shoulders and physically shaking some sense in to him seemed almost Herculean.

Eventually, right before he cracked, Will spoke. His voice was low, the words forcing themselves from his tongue. "Not anymore."

"What?" The two words hurt like a physical blow.

"I said, not anymore." Will looked up again, and Jackson caught a look at his face. He didn't look angry – far from it. He just looked resigned, weary. "You're not my captain, Jackson."

And that was just it, wasn't it? The crux of the matter. Jackson wasn't Will's captain, because Will wasn't a part of Rampancy anymore. He couldn't boss him around anymore, couldn't pull rank like he'd gotten into the habit of doing. Will was free.

"So that's it." Jackson's voice was deceptively flat, struggling to remain calm. Only then did he take a step back, looking his old friend up and down. He didn't bother to hide the disgust in his eyes, though his words remained emotionless. "You're leaving."

"Yeah, I-"

But Jackson wasn't finished. He fixed Will with a glare so cold that the latter's mouth snapped shut, so quickly that he'd probably bitten his tongue. "You're leaving," he began slowly, enunciating carefully. "Leaving Rampancy, the only team that actually gave you a chance? We gave you a shot to the top level, Will! If it weren't for us, you wouldn't even _be_ here!" Jackson abandoned the attempt at trying to remain calm. His voice rose steadily, until he was yelling again. "You're really going to betray us, leave us, just like that? Goddamn it, Will, but don't you have any _fucking_ sense of loyalty?!"

"That's not what this is about, and you know it!" Apparently, the Runner had reached his breaking point. He drew himself to his full height, shoving back at Jackson for the first time in, well, ever. Indignant fury blazed in his eyes, but Jackson interrupted again.

"Then what is it about? And don't tell me you just wanted a bigger paycheck, Will, because if you do I swear I'll-"

"Do what, Jackson?" Will snapped. But he didn't wait for him to answer, instead choosing to bulldoze over whatever he might have said. "And fine, you know what? That was a part of it. You think I enjoyed being stuck on the sidelines, always being behind Alex? At Maverick, _I'll_ be first Runner."

"Fine," Jackson snapped back. "Forgive me for thinking that you were in this game for something other than the money."

"I _am_, Jackson!" Will's passionate anger returned, like a bushfire fueled by sudden gales. "And that's exactly what you don't understand! I'm leaving because _you're ruining the game for me_!"

Of all the things that Will had said, that shocked Jackson into silence. His mouth opened, then closed, like a fish gasping for air.

Will cast him a look that was anything but pitying. "I've _tried_, okay? I know that I'm only in the big leagues because of Rampancy, alright? I know, and I'll always be grateful for that. But that loyalty can only go so far."

It was the final sentence that suddenly freed Jackson from his stunned silence. "_'Can only go so far'_? What does that even mean?! _Damn it_, Will-"

"It means, Jackson, that you're forcing me to do this! You think I want to leave Rampancy?"

"Then _stay_!" the captain roared back, furiously indignant at the obviousness of the answer.

"I can't!" Will snapped back, equally as fierce. Jackson opened his mouth as if to interrupt, but a sharp gesture from his former teammate cut him off. "I can't stay because of _you_, Jackson. I didn't want to say it, but it looks like you're not listening to anyone else." The captain glared down at the Runner, but Will blazed onwards, each word spitting with uncharacteristic venom. "You're poisoning the team, Jackson! I don't know how in hell Rampancy's made it this far, because you've been kicking and screaming the whole way. Rampancy's not going to make it this year, Jackson. And it'll be because of you."

Jackson's hands curled into fists, and he had to cross them over his chest to keep from lashing out. But Will's warning – though it seemed more like a threat – had grabbed his attention better than anything else could have. "How?" he growled. And then, almost as an afterthought: "You're wrong."

"You even have to ask?" Will looked almost disgusted, electing to ignore the second sentence for the moment. That in itself spoke volumes about just what he thought of Jackson's denial. He paused for a moment, and then threw his hands in the air when Jackson didn't respond. "The _girls_, Jackson! I'm talking about them! If you don't respect them as players, how can they respect you as a captain? Your team is falling apart, and you can't even see it!"

Jackson had to resist the urge to throttle his old friend. "I'm trying!" he yelled. "I'm giving them more time on the field – I've stopped putting in transfer requests – I'm not yelling at them anymore – I-I'm-" Jackson broke off, suddenly distracted by the condemnation in Will's eyes. But never let it be said that Jackson Rothe didn't finish what he started. Jackson took a deep breath, and repeated himself, as calmly as he could. "I'm _trying_."

Slowly, Will shook his head. The former look in his eyes was gone, replaced by one of such disappointment that Jackson almost recoiled. He'd never seen someone look at him with such despondent acceptance, and decided instantly that he never wanted to see it again. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Will spoke. "You shouldn't have to try," he began slowly, his voice low. Jackson swallowed, the reflex almost painful. "It should just be effortless."

"Will… You know that I can't do that." Jackson was proud of the way that his voice remained steady, strong in his conviction. He might have relaxed recently in his treatment of the girls, but the knowledge that they weren't, and could never be, good enough always held him back from making that final step of acceptance. Call him stubborn, but Jackson was still bitter over the potential loss of the five strong, capable males that could have been his teammates. The ratio of men to women in Rampancy was steadily declining in his favour, and the simple fact only made him angrier.

"My God," Will began, seeming to lose all hope for his former captain, "but you have no idea what you're doing to the team, do you?"

Jackson didn't answer.

"Fine. We're done here." His jaw clenched, and Will stepped to the side. His arm lifted, index finger pointing unerringly at the open door. Dimly, Jackson realized that anyone on Will's floor – let alone the entire building – would probably have heard the entirety of their argument. Will looked at him, his eyes empty. "Go, Jackson. Just… just go."

For a moment, Jackson was tempted to stay. To turn back and continue their fight until Will broke down and submitted to his logic, unpacking his bags and returning to Rampancy the next day. But something, some tiny thread of his conscious, warned him that it wasn't a good idea. Normally, Jackson would have ignored it… but his instincts were telling him that whatever hold he'd had over Will when he'd first walked in, it was gone now. He'd only pushed the Runner further away – possibly ensuring the fact that he wouldn't return.

Jackson swallowed, and turned neatly on his heel. Without saying another word to the other man, the captain strode out the door and was gone.


	36. Chapter 35: Sleepover

**(A/N) Hey guys, it's time for the latest update in Grifball: Running Rampant! Also, I know I probably sound like a broken record at this point, but in case you've forgotten, applications for Agent Texas are still open, as well as our RvB Fic Nominations! Again, if you're interested, you know where to find us! **

**Anyway, enjoy the chapter. :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Five – Sleepover<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"I know that we'll have a ball<em>

_If we get down and go out and just lose it all_

_I feel stressed out, I wanna let it go_

_Let's go way out spaced out and losing all control"_

–Black Eyed Peas, _I Gotta Feeling_

* * *

><p>It was quite possibly one of the most turbulent weeks in Rampancy yet, and that was saying something considering the blowout Alex had with Jackson. However that seemed miniscule on the scale I kept. Rampancy had almost lost Alex, and now we actually had lost a player: Will. Coach's announcement had completely blind-sided me. Will hadn't even told me he was thinking of transferring, let alone actually told me he was going through with it. I didn't know whether to feel angry that he didn't trust me enough to tell me where his thoughts were, or sad that he was gone. Granted, he was still going to be in the league, but we wouldn't get to joke during practice anymore, and I wouldn't be able to just go and ask him for advice. He had graciously helped me with the agent situation a couple months back, but I couldn't ask for that kind of help anymore. At least that's how I saw it; he would probably be too busy with Maverick now.<p>

I suppose I shouldn't have really been feeling so badly about him. I still had Ellen and Arika, and I was beginning to warm up to Sophie and Jamie too, but it felt weird just hanging with only the women of the team. Will was kind of like a link to the original team; now I didn't really know how to act around Alex and Jackson. Neither man had taken Will's departure very well, either. Jason was still an unknown to me, really; I hadn't gotten much of a chance to talk to him. Besides, it seemed like he'd warm up to Sophie and Jamie more since they were all in the same boat of being new to the pro leagues.

_Damn it, Kiara! Stop worrying about what you can't change and just focus on what's happening now! _

Sighing, I lifted my hand and knocked on Arika's door, hoisting my duffle bag on my shoulder as I did so. I forgot who had suggested it, but one of us had thought that it was a brilliant idea for all of the women to get together for a sleepover. I was always excited at the prospect of spending time with my friends, and I was looking forward to getting to know Sophie and Jamie better. We hadn't had much time to talk.

Arika opened the door with her familiar laid-back smile and gave me a hug.

"Kiara! It's about time you got here. We were beginning to wonder if you'd ran into trouble or something on the way here."

I gave her a small smile. "No, not at all. I guess I was just thinking so much that I began walking at a snail's pace."

Arika shot me a sympathetic look and beckoned me inside. I didn't have to guess why she was being sympathetic. It was no secret that Will and I had been- maybe still was? - close friends. Half the team probably thought we were dating, but that was simply preposterous. He never asked me out, and seemed more brotherly than anything. Granted, the ice cream shop outing had been suspicious at first, but he quickly had cleared it up about it just being friendly. Walking into what I believed was Arika's living room, I could see that Jamie and Ellen were already there. Ellen raised a martini glass in greeting, and Jamie waved at me enthusiastically. I shyly waved back, still out of my element with our newest additions. Ellen laughed and waved me over to a spot next to her as she lounged on the couch.

"Lighten up a little, Kiara! We're all friends here!

Giggling slightly, I took a seat and looked around. All three of the present women were already in pajamas. Not surprising. We'd already agreed to ordering pizza for dinner, and splitting the tab between us. I grinned slyly at Ellen.

"So, how are you and Alex getting along lately, Ellen? Or Ellie I should say?"

She took a sip from her drink and gave me a sharp look, but looked away just as quickly.

"Don't know what you're talking about, Kiara. We're just hanging out, you know, like friends tend to do."

"Oh, Ellen! But you two just seem so..." I fought to find a word, "comfy together."

"We're about as much of a couple as you and Will are," she retorted amusedly.

Immediately I felt my face go scarlet as the heat rose to my cheeks.

"Will and I are just friends. Good friends. There's nothing going on."

Ellen laughed, turning the sly grin I had given her earlier back on me.

"But you two seem so... comfy together," she teased, sending her into another fit of laughter as my blush apparently deepened.

"Just friends," I reiterated as calmly as my voice would allow. Besides, I was pretty sure Will saw me as a little sister anyway.

Arika picked that moment to walk back in and smirked at all of us, the remote to her TV waving wildly in her hand.

"Tonight is a night for old movies! First up on the list is going to be Pirates of the Caribbean. Any arguments will be snuffed immediately," she said, smiling. "Any additional requests, please see management. Snacks are in the kitchen on the table and dinner will be served soon."

At this, Jamie laughed and leaned back into her bean bag. "Professional tank AND in-flight hostess? Someone seems to be multi-talented here."

I giggled slightly and grabbed my bag before heading to the bathroom. My favorite PJs had been the first thing I had packed. Black flannel pants with deer on them, and a matching red shirt with a larger deer on it. Soft, comfortable, and warm; the best three traits to have in a set of pajamas. The doorbell rang as I exited Arika's bathroom, and I was unsurprised to see Sophie had arrived. A small smile tugged at my lips. Rampancy was now mostly women. I couldn't help but wonder if Jackson had realized the fact yet, and inwardly giggled at seeing his face if Coach decided one day to send an all-women team to the field for a day. The captain would NOT be happy, I predicted with amusement. I gave a small wave to Sophie as she she took a lazy position on the couch, and she smiled.

"Sorry I got hung up, ladies. A bunch of reporters stopped me on the way over asking how I felt about being the number two runner since Will left for Maverick."

Almost involuntarily, Ellen, Arika, and I swapped sad glances. Sophie was excited for her new rise in status, but the three of us couldn't help thinking that the loss of Will was no cause for celebration. However, I was the first to shake off my mood. Tonight was supposed to be fun; I'd thought enough about Will and everyone else on the way over here.

"Well congratulations, Sophie. You'll do Rampancy proud, I just know it!" I said, my voice filled with genuine encouragement.

The younger woman gave a half-smile.

"Thanks, Kiara. I'll try not to show up Alex too much, Ellen," the brown-haired runner added jokingly to the blushing defender.

Ellen huffed in response and took another sip of her martini, grumbling something inaudible about teammates and dating. Smiling a bit bigger, I focused on Sophie and Jamie as Arika put the movie in.

"So, how are you two settling in to Rampancy?"

Granted, both women had been with us for a few weeks now, but it never hurt to check up once in a while. You never know if something might've been bothering them, or maybe they had questions. I felt obligated to help them out, since they were newer and all. Jamie and Sophie looked to each other, and I could see a silent question pass between them. I wasn't surprised when Jamie was the first to respond.

"Well, since Jackson has toned it down it's been cool. The training can get a bit tiring at times, but if it's making us better players, I'm all for it."

Sophie nodded in agreement. "Personally, I think Jackson only acts that way to play hard to get. I bet he'd stop if you kicked him from his podium, Arika," Sophie remarked casually before turning her attention to the movie screen. Arika tilted her head in thought.

"There's no way I'd be a candidate to take his job as captain so soon. He's more skilled than I am, plus he's been on Rampancy for much longer. Besides, Alex is probably next up for the captainship."

The subject was promptly dropped as the movie started, for which I was thankful. Jackson _had_ been easier to get along with lately. Maybe he was finally resigned to us women being on the team. Perhaps he thought we were finally up to par with him and Alex. However all of these thoughts vanished as I shifted my attention to the movie. I didn't really have an appreciation for older movies. Newer ones were much more... interactive and exciting than just ones on a flat screen. By the end though, I came to enjoy the old style. I couldn't help but smile slightly as I imagined Will comparing himself to the William in the movie. He'd probably go as a pirate for Halloween just for the laughs, complete with an old sword and a funny hat.

Pizza arrived soon after that, and as we enjoyed it, Arika welcomed us to have a few drinks. Ellen had already indulged herself, and she was already much more chatty and excited by her third drink. I was hesitant to indulge at first, but with everyone else having the fun they were I wasn't too concerned about the consequences, plus it sounded really good to just let loose for the night. By the time I was halfway through my second drink I started regretting my decision, but then again, who cared? We were all here to have fun and get to know each other! Being a bit tipsy wasn't going to affect the amount of fun we were having. In fact, for all I knew it could increase it! Jamie looked surprised as I opted for a third drink.

"I'm all for having fun, but don't you think three is pushing it, Kiara?"

Waving her away, I tried to smile reassuringly.

"There's nothing wrong with having a few drinks at a sleepover. We're here to have fun, right?" To emphasize this I raised my drink to Ellen and Arika, who raised theirs in turn, giggling over some story Sophie was telling. Jamie seemed uncertain as she sipped from her own drink.

"Is this really to have fun, or is it because you miss Will?"

I scoffed, despite the redness flaring on my cheeks yet again.

"Not at all! Besides, Will and I can still be friends. This is purely for fun!"

Jamie looked like she seriously doubted this, but didn't question me further as Sophie called out for a game of truth or dare, a dangerously amused glint in her eyes. We all gathered in a circle quickly, the idea of a potentially hilarious game boosting our moods further. I plopped down next to Sophie, who quickly went over the basic rules.

"Ok ladies, you refuse a dare, you're a wimp. You refuse a truth, and you're a wimp. Complete your question or dare, and you get a pat on the back. Any questions? No? Then let's get started." Without missing a beat, she pointed at Ellen. "Truth or dare?"

Ellen thought it over for a moment.

"Truth," she said finally, a lazy, but confident, smile on her face.

Sophie smiled and leaned back before asking coyly, "What are your feelings towards our mutual friend, Alex Cross?"

Ellen's face fell to a nervous half-smile and her drink suddenly became the most fascinating thing in the room.

"He's a good friend," she began, her eyes flicking distractedly from side to side. "That's it, just friends." Her nervous tone contradicted her statement, and the rest of us burst out laughing before Arika leaned back on the couch dramatically.

"Ellen! When are you going to stop torturing the poor guy and go out with him?! With everything that's happened he could use something good in his life."

Ellen herself looked highly uncomfortable discussing her feelings towards the first position runner. Nevertheless, she huffed in defiance.

"He's a teammate! Can you imagine what Anderson will say?"

"_Will?_" We all practically screeched in excitement.

"_Would_," Ellen clarified stubbornly.

"Come on, Ellen! Just go for it! If you like him, who cares what other people say?! Besides, I'll bet," I began sagely, waving a finger in the air for emphasis, "that most the press thinks half of Rampancy is an item by now."

Ellen crossed her arms after setting her drink on the table, throwing me a triumphant smirk.

"Well if you're so confident about that... why aren't you actively pursuing Will?"

"Hey!" I exclaimed in protest. "It's not my turn! You can't ask truth questions to someone who isn't in the hot seat!"

"Ok then. Kiara, truth or dare?"

_Well, shit. That's just playing dirty._

However now everyone I could see was curious as to if I would wiggle out of the question by choosing dare. Remembering Sophie's declaration of being a wimp, I drew my mouth into a hard line.

"Truth. And I already know what you're going to ask so I'll answer. No, Will and I are not a couple, and we're more like siblings than anything. There's nothing wrong with that, is there?" I questioned, a dare to dispute me dancing in my voice. The others looked at each other, surprised at my display of ferocity before letting an awkward silence fall. I deflated and looked around at the quizzical and confused faces of the women on my team.

"Sorry," I said quietly, "I didn't mean to be so..." I struggled to find a word.

Their faces softened.

"It's ok to miss him, you know," Arika said matter-of-factly. "We'll all miss having him around to crack jokes at Coach's expense."

"Or Jackson's," Jamie added with a grin.

I smiled slightly, calming down a bit and definitely regretting drinking enough for my temper to snap so easily, especially at my friends.

"Sorry," I said again, an embarrassed flush creeping up my face.

"Whatever, Kiara!"Sophie said with an amused eye roll. "Quit being sorry and pick someone! It's your turn!"

"Oh!" I exclaimed, fiddling with a strand of hair nervously. "Um... Arika, truth or dare?"

"Dare," she said with a confident cross of her arms and a well-practiced smirk.

"Ok, um..." I thought for a minute, biting my lip in thought. I had never been good at coming up with dares or anything of the sort. "I dare you to... Prank call Jackson!"

Sophie and Ellen exchanged amazed glances, and Jamie started laughing. Arika grinned at me before pulling out her phone, setting the phone to speaker.

"No problem."

I couldn't believe she was actually going to do it. Prank call... Jackson. Our team captain. The guy who was actually lightening up a bit. The captain would could probably cow even the toughest reporter with his glare. I put my hand to my mouth, hardly able to believe what I had just set in motion. As the phone rang, the room was gripped in a rigor mortis of silence. Each of us staring at each other, gazes flitting between anticipation, amusement, and maybe a hint of nervousness. At once, we all drew in a sharp breath as a familiar voice answered the phone, somewhat annoyed. I could almost picture the pained look on Jackson's face. He probably thought it was the press asking about Will. God knows we all had been subjected to that.

"Hello?"

Arika gave us the most devilish grin I'd ever seen, and then she began speaking in one of the most well-practiced East Indian accents I'd ever heard.

"Hello, I am new to this city and would like to request directions to the nearest establishment that sells chicken balls. Can you help me?"

For a second the line was quiet. All of us were trying to stifle our laughter as the silence became elongated, when finally, Jackson replied.

"...What?"

Arika began again with, "I am asking for directions to purchase chicken balls at this time. Can you help me?"

Abruptly, the line went dead. For a second, all was quiet, and then we all burst out laughing. Jamie practically had tears coming out of her eyes.

"Arika," Ellen said through choking laughter, "that was amazing!"

It took us another two minutes to calm down, after each of us tried and failed to mimic Arika's accent. Grinning, I turned to Rampancy's primary tank.

"I take back my doubts; prank calling Jackson was the best idea I've ever had."

The other woman chuckled and smiled at me.

"It was fun. You should try it sometime. I'd help you prank call anyone you want," she said with a wink.

I giggled and looked around.

"Who's your target, Arika?"

The other woman looked around with a triumphant smile before settling on Jamie, who was sitting in the beanbag.

"Jamie. Truth or dare?"

"Dare, of course!"

"Ok, your funeral," Arika said with a laugh. "I dare you to drink a concoction one of the other girls makes from the stuff in my kitchen. And I do mean _anything _in my kitchen," she adds to all of us seated. I grinned at Ellen and Sophie.

"I'm thinking we team up for this. Arika, do you have a blender?"

"Of course! First cabinet on the left."

Grinning, I stood up and waved Sophie and Ellen with me as I strode to Arika's kitchen. Grinning around, I retrieved the blender and set it on the counter before assessing what Arika had. Cereal was visible, as was various pastas. Her cabinet revealed a few packaged foods and canned goods, and Sophie pulled out a can of black beans.

"These will do nicely," she said with a wicked grin at the rest of us.

"We'll need something to make it easier to blend. I'm thinking milk and chocolate ice cream," Ellen giggled as she finished talking.

"Oh, and let's add in some ketchup too!" I practically jumped up and down in excitement.

Ellen opened Arika's refrigerator and took out a can of tuna.

"Throw this in there!"

Within minutes our creation was complete, and the glass was full. The smell was absolutely noxious; kind of like what the Rampancy center smelled like after a particularly rough day of training. Nevertheless, as we presented the drink to Jamie, she smirked confidently even as her eyebrows raised curiously.

"Watch and learn, ladies; you're about to get a lesson in gag reflex control."

Amazingly, Jamie took down the drink in under two minutes without issue. She looked absolutely disgusted, but she downed the drink nonetheless. Slamming the empty glass on the table, she held up her arms in celebration.

"And that, folks, is how Jamie Evans does dares!"

All of us burst out laughing again, hands clapping in delight. Jamie smiled and looked at us with a raised eyebrow.

"So exactly what was in that anyway?"

Sophie smirked. "Black beans, chocolate ice cream, milk, a can of tuna ,and ketchup. I thought the MEN smelled bad after practice, but damn, that drink made me really appreciate how there are worse smells out there."

Tilting my head curiously I turned my attention to Sophie.

"They don't smell THAT bad after training! Besides, I'm sure we don't smell like a basket of roses either," she adds with a giggle.

Sophie shrugged as if to concede the point and switched her look to Jamie.

"So? Who's your poison, Jamie?"

"That would be you, Sophie! Truth or dare?"

"Dare," the back up runner said with a toss of her curly hair.

Jamie grinned evily and leaned towards her.

"Sophie... I dare you... to kiss Ellen over there. Full on make-out style. And I get to take a picture."

Sophie raises her eyebrows and flicks her eyes to Ellen. The defender looked understandably surprised, and she looked slightly apprehensive. The second runner smirked and nodded.

"Ok, don't forget; if you back down from a dare, you're a wimp, right, Ellen?"

Ellen's face looked mildly nervous, but it hardened into a determined look as we looked at her.

"Fine," she sighed in response, "let's get this over with."

Sophie walked over to Ellen as Jamie readied the camera on her phone. Arika and I exchanged wide-eyed glances, surprised at the tenacity and determination of the two women involved. Jamie was snickering like a madwoman, particularly when Ellen waved a hand at Sophie to just get on with it. Sophie obliged, leaning in and drawing Ellen into a kiss as Jamie snapped a few photos and whistled encouragingly. Both women immediately looked even more embarrassed and pulled away, glaring at the other woman.

"What? You did the dare, congratulations! Neither of you are wimps," she added teasingly.

"Wimps? I'll show you a wimp!" Ellen exclaimed as she grabbed her pillow and clubbed Jamie with it just as she put her phone away. The other woman yelped in surprise and lunged for her own weapon. Before we knew it, all of us had been drawn into the battle royal. I lunged to tackle Arika, but was blindsided as Sophie hit me on the side of my head. For the first time that day, I found myself truly getting caught up in the fun of just hanging with all of the women. For the first time since I heard Will was leaving, I allowed myself to truly smile.


	37. Chapter 36: Ricochet

**(A/N) Hey guys, it's time for the latest update in Grifball: Running Rampant! Another quick little reminder that applications for Agent Texas in Phase Two: Betrayal are still open, and so is the voting for our nominated RvB Fics. If you're interested, you know where to find us!**

**As always, enjoy the chapter! :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Six - Ricochet<strong>

**Desmond Danhar**

**Written by Baldore**

* * *

><p><em>"Knowledge is reached (mostly) by removing junk from peoples' heads." <em>- Nassim Nicholas Taleb

* * *

><p>"What do you mean, that you're changing the name?" Desmond said into his phone. "No, Bossman, you didn't stutter...Yeah, I do have a complaint...oh, that was rhetorical? Well, I'm on it...yup, a spawn update or something...yeah, it's bound to come up after that announcement ...yup, bye, Bossman."<p>

"And whut wuz that 'bout, Dez?" Sam asked as Desmond flipped his phone shut.

"Yeah, apparently Bossman is changing our network's name ''to appeal to a bigger audience," Desmond said with a worried glance to his partner, whose eyes were red and had an irritated look on her face. "You okay there, Sam?"

"Jus' dandy," She muttered. "Thut culd from earlier huz," spastic coughing, "huz come back."

"You gonna be okay for the press conference? It's queued to start any second now," he asked.

The blonde just groaned and gave him a thumbs up, burrowing her face in her elbow. "Jus stop bein' so loud, it's givun me a headache."

He decided it might be better to cut his losses, seeing as the photographer wasn't in the best of moods. Especially since he wasn't speaking any louder than he normally would. "Just hang in there, then."

"Ezay fur yu tu say."

Just then, the Commishenar walked out and took his place in front of the podium, purple and yellow armor standing out against the blue sky. It made Desmond wonder if that was why he held all these meetings outside, just so he'd stick out more. The reporter certainly wouldn't put it past him. The guy was a conceited glory hound.

"Hello, Grifball followers!" he announced. "Today there's been some changes to our spawning system before this season gets into full swing! Now, before we get started, does anybody have any pressing questions?"

"Ah, yes," a reporter who was seated just a few rows over from Desmond said. Desmond reckognized the guy as Whunce, though he didn't remember his first name. Whunce was a good enough guy, from what he remembered, but tended to walk the fine line onto becoming paparazzi. "Tim Whunce, Sports Insider. Have you heard of the new Ricochet league that's been formed?"

"No comment." The Commish was probably frowning underneath that purple helmet if his.

"George Reed, Best Thing Since Grifball, so what do you think of this new sport?" another asked, the assembled crew of press, paparazzi and photographers suddenly closely resembling a hungry pack of bloodthirsty piranhas. "Are you worried about Grifball's popularity?"

"Don't be ridiculous!" the purple clad man exclaimed. "Grifball is a fast paced, high stakes, one-of-a-kind sport! It's better than sliced bread!"

"So, you aren't worried that Ricochet really is the best thing since Grifball? Or better?"

"That's preposterous! Grifball is the best thing since itself! Ricochet doesn't come close."

"Yet it's already grown massively in popularity among the outer rim planets, challenging Grifball for viewers," someone else brought up.

The Commissioner just said something unintelligible into the mike, then stormed off the stage with his arms thrown up in the air. Cameras clicked, and a few of the more determined reporters and paparazzi continued to shoot questions at his retreating form.

"Well." Desmond stared at the empty podium, packing up his notes (even though there weren't many). Most of the assembled press and assorted other crews had already packed up and shipped out in record time. "That has had to be the shortest conference ever. Of all time."

"Gud, then I'm goin' back to my apartment." Sam mumbled as she packed up her stuff, shoving it into her carrying bag without the usual care she normally used with her stuff.

"Okay, I'll check up on you since you look like... well, I'm not going to say, because then you'll hit me," Desmond whined with a chuckle.

"Oh, hilarious. Make fun of duh sick."

"Seriously though, don't die. I'll check up on you soon, but I'm going to see if I can get an exclusive with the Commissioner of Ricochet, then I'll stop by."

* * *

><p>Exactly two hours, three favors called in, one impatient receptionist and one cheap coffee later, Desmond was finally buzzed into the Commissioner's office. Apparently, the Commish really was the man of the hour.<p>

The Commissioner himself was wearing armor identical to his Grifball counterpart, the only major difference being the color scheme. Where the other's was purple and orange, his was red and fluorescent blue. "So, Mr. Dander was it?"

"Er, no. Danhar actually." The reporter took a seat across from the Commissioner.

"Of course it is, Dander!"

Desmond just sighed, it was obvious that the man didn't actually care. So, he might as well not waste time correcting him. "Sure, let's go with that. Now, may we get the interview underway?"

"Sure thing, Mr. Dander! What do you want to know?" the Commissioner answered chipperly, leaning back in his swivel chair.

"Well, I'm not real clear on the rules of Ricochet. Could you possibly explain it to me?" Desmond had only seen a promotional video that hadn't explained anything on the sport.

"Of course!" The Commissioner straightened a little at the prospect. "To start with, there are two teams. One Red, and one Blue. There is also an explosive ball in the middle of the court."

"So, a lot like Grifball?"

"No! It's not like Grifball!" The red armored man nearly leapt out of his seat, but then seemed to reconsider. Instead, he relaxed and propped his feet up on the desk, pushing aside one of his photos. "Ricochet is a fast paced, high stakes, one-of-a-kind sport! It's better than sliced bread!"

'_Well, that sounds familiar_,' Desmond thought with a smirk, pencil scratching down notes as his interviewee continued.

"Each team is also armed with battle rifles - three shot bursts, by the way - to combat the enemy with. Each team's goal is to capture the explosive ball, or boomball, and take it to the opposing team's base!" The Commish mimicked carrying a ball, which looked odd considering he still had his feet propped up. He kinda resembled an old lady trying play Grifball. "Different points are awarded according to whether the player flings the ball into the goal area, or if they run across. Then, to add some flare, the ball explodes!"

"So, it's like Grifball with guns?" Desmond was honestly curious, as this new sport contained some major similarities to the sport he reported for.

"Of course not! Ricochet is much better! It even has guns!"

"Um, okay then. How do you think that Ricochet's popularity is going to hold up and spread?" Desmond checked his notes. "I see it's already gained a lot of fans in the outer planets."

"Well, the sport is faster paced and grittier than Grifball. We also have several different maps to battle on, so it's not always in a stadium. Did I mention we have guns?"

"Yes, you did," the reporter commented dryly. "So, how'd this sport start? What group began the first games?"

"It started mostly with veterans of the Great War, and the pure awesomeness of the sport attracted fans and such until we got to this point - where we've gained a large following, and expanding every day!" The Ricochet Commish was really starting to remind Desmond of another Commissioner. "And I get a fourth of all profits!"

Desmond stopped taking notes and just stared. "What was that last part?" Maybe the Commish that every Grifball player, coach, and agent knew all too well had discovered a way to be in two places at once. The Ricochet Commissioner seemed just a little too familiar. He shuddered at the thought.

"I said, that I get a fourth of all profits! Why, do you think that's not enough? After all, I have to delegate all the responsibility around." The man trailed off, mumbling to himself about profits and counting on his fingers.

"Are you sure you're not everybody's least favorite Grifball Commissioner?"

"How dare you! I'm nothing like that pompous purple person!" The Commissioner angrily sputtered out, "Dander, that was uncalled for."

"My name's not-" Danhar blew out a puff of air to calm himself down. Well, he _had_ promised to kept the interview short, when he was on the phone with the Ricochet Commish. "Okay, last question, since I'm sure you're a busy man."

"Go ahead, Dander! I've just got to visit my favorite teams after this. Then I have to make sure I don't get blamed for one of the player's death."

"Was it really your fault?"

"Well," Commish started. "Cutting the spawn system from the budget seemed like a good idea at the time."

"You cut the spawn system?!"

"A penny saved is another penny in my pocket!"

"That is seriously messed up, Commish."

"Please, Dander. 'Commish' makes me sound like grimy Grifball goofball. Call me Rico! Like in 'Ricochet'!"

Desmond let out another calming breath. This is the oddest interview he had ever done. Not to mention kinda messed up and stressful. That calming yoga class crap the Sam had been spouting started looking better each day. C'mon, who even hired these people? "Of course, Commissioner. I'll be quick. So what's the one thing about Ricochet that really sets it apart and makes it 'the best'?"

"Well," Rico began, "the diversity of the game keeps everybody interested, fans and players alike. The sport also requires more skill and reflexives than its barbaric Grifball counterpart. It also allows for the players to customize their play style more with the variety of weapons. Did I mention that-"

"Yes, you mentioned that it has guns."

"Wonderful!" Rico beamed and appeared to check his nails...on his armored hand. "Now if there's nothing else you need, I've got urgent business to attend to!"

"No, that's it for now." Desmond shook the red-clad man's hand. "Thanks for the exclusive, Rico."

"Sure thing, Dander!" the man replied cheerily, shaking Desmond's hand. "I'm looking forward to watching your article."

"Er, don't you mean reading?" the confused reporter asked, stopping at the door.

"Of course not! Reading is for poor people! I'll be watching it in 4D on my platinum-ray player!"

Deciding that pondering whatever 4D was wasn't worth the effort - he didn't want to know - and after a simple 'have a good day', Desmond was walking out of the Ricochet building even more confused than he had started out. Rico was certainly a wack job; enough to give the Commish a run for his money.

What was the galaxy coming to?


	38. Chapter 37: Nearly There

**(A/N) Hey, everyone! It's time for the latest update in the Grifball saga, and I hope you enjoy it! Also, I know I probably sound like a broken record at this point, so I won't bore you by reminding you all that applications for Agent Texas ****_and _****voting for RvB fics are still open (hint hint)... but if you're interested, you know the drill. :)**

**Anyway, enjoy the chapter!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Seven - Nearly There<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"Energy and persistence conquer all things."<em> - Benjamin Franklin

* * *

><p>Hurry up and wait. Ellen had heard that said in quite a few different air and space ports, but never thought it might be applied during Grifball.<p>

Yet, that was exactly what popped into her head as Alex waved at her amusedly to join the starting line up. Rampancy had been waiting for the game to start for almost 20 minutes as Phoenix discussed tactics. Or, Ellen assumed that's what they were doing, since they were huddled together on the other side of the stadium. She had been talking to Arika while she waited, until Jackson told her harshly to line up - and she had promptly ignored him. Why should she listen if he was going to be mean about it?

Then Alex had rolled his eyes at her, usual smirk attached, and silently asked her to come stand next to him in the line up. Ellen had given him her coy half smile as she jogged towards him, Kiara coming next.

Now they had been waiting for what felt like another ten minutes to Ellen. In actuality, it'd only been a minute - at most - but then again, Ellen never had been the patient type.

Finally Phoenix's captain turned around and gave the ref the long-awaited thumbs up. Jackson did the same.

The crowd fell silent as the black and white clad man in the middle raised the whistle to his lips. Ellen took a deep breath, but found she wasn't quite as nervous as she usually was before a game. After watching some of Phoenix's past games, she felt pretty confident. As she focused her mind, Ellen heard a toddler's cry break the stadium's silence a split-second before the whistle sounded.

She couldn't help but laugh to herself when both shrill screeches bounced off of the cold stadium walls as she shot forward in a burst of motion. Jackson had decided that she and Kiara would run forward first, taking out as much of Phoenix as they could. Then Jackson would launch Alex forward to take possession and score.

Ellen's sensors showed Kiara right on her heels, and Phoenix's red dots were rapidly beginning to show themselves at the top of the screen. She de-magnetized her sword from her hip and brought it to life with the push of a button.

Without stopping, she dragged the hissing and crackling energy over Phoenix's Runner's chest and he fell to his knees for a moment, before disappearing from her view to the respawn point. Ellen grinned to herself beneath her helmet, and whooped when she heard Kiara's hammer slam down hard against the metal floor. Another two red blips disappeared from her radar. Ellen reached the bomb quickly and easily, and kept Phoenix away from it with a few more simple swipes of her sword. Looking back, she saw Jackson launch Alex towards her in his usual unorthodox style. She grinned and turned to get out of Alex's way as she heard the metal-on-metal of his landing and then running boots.

Ellen rushed towards Phoenix's side of the stadium, and both she and Kiara easily cleared the rest of Alex's way. Alex scored, the awe-inspiring explosion went off, and Jackson's loud whoop forced Ellen to good-naturedly lower her radio's volume with a smile.

Jogging back to their starting point, Ellen gave Kiara their customary high five. She saw that Jackson was actually almost smiling as he called them around him. "Okay guys, we're off to a good start. Let's go for this next point with a spawn bonk. I'm one, Alex is three, and you girls are two and four. Got it?"

"Got it," they replied in unison.

The spawn bonk went off as planned, and Alex flew forward to land with ease next to Jackson, who was already running. The two ran side by side - once again a functioning team - as Ellen and Kiara followed suit. Phoenix also attempted a spawn bonk, but their hammers didn't hit with enough force and their Runner only flew a few feet before stumbling. He only got close enough to the bomb for Jackson to take him out with a slam of his hammer. Kiara took care of a few others while Phoenix attempted to recover from their poor launch.

Ellen spotted Alex scooping up the bomb, but she also saw one of Phoenix's hybrids waiting for Alex. The Hybrid's back was turned to Ellen as he watched for his perfect timing. Taking advantage of this, Ellen stealthily snuck up behind him. Confident smirk on her face - such a rookie mistake for a "pro" to make! - Ellen thrust her sword through his back. His respawn system reacted quickly, and he disappeared before she even had time to pull the energy sword out of him. Looking up, she saw Alex throw the bomb again and the explosion was almost triumphant, his mini victory dance much more so.

Jackson practically swaggered back to their sidelines, and Ellen couldn't exactly blame him. For the first time in a while, she felt a bounce in her own step. The team was doing well, and actually fitting the definition of 'team' again.

Kiara had a huge grin on her face, and Ellen returned it. Alex winked at Ellen, and Jackson looked pretty pleased with himself. Kiara was the the first to speak. "So, what's the plan for the next point?"

"We're doing great, and Phoenix is pretty weak today. I say let's play this round by ear. Catch 'em by surprise," Jackson responded, almost ... cheerfully. It struck Ellen as odd that he was being so agreeable today. Then she realized that this was the first game without Will. Was he actually trying to avoid losing anyone else? The smile slipped from her face as that thought struck her, and she was pretty distracted when the whistle blew for the third round to start.

Will was on her mind as she ran forward again, acting as bodyguard to Alex. They had almost lost him, too. God, she had been so scared when they found out about Alex's request. At least Coach had been able to talk him out of it. But Will was... actually _gone_ now.

Ellen stumbled, and was thrust back into the here and now as she narrowly dodged a Phoenix gravity hammer. She spun on her heel as she was thrown off balance and almost fell. Catching herself in the nick of time, her hand went to her hip for her sword. She saw the Phoenix tank towering over her, and scrambled to activate the energy sword. He raised his hammer up over his head again, and was beginning to bring it back down onto her.

She saw the last two points flash before her eyes, and everything around her seemed to move in slow motion. Ellen thrust her hand, sword handle in it, out in front of her and hit the button as hard as she could. It was a little sticky, and the sword didn't activate as quickly as it should have. Ellen felt her breath catch in her throat for a moment before the sword burst forward. It hit the Tank straight through his visor, and his armor's respawn system kicked in.

Ellen breathed a sigh of relief - she hadn't wanted to face the embarrassment of being "killed" - and stood up straight again. Looking up, she saw Alex was nearly to the goal again. Kiara and Jackson were each busy keeping a Phoenix member out of his way, but Ellen noticed that Alex was repeatedly dodging the same Hybrid she had taken care of in the last round. She rolled her eyes and ran forward to stab the pesky Hybrid in the shoulder. He still hadn't learned to watch his surroundings.

Alex gave her a grin before turning to score yet again.

Maybe she was being paranoid, but this just felt... too easy.

Jackson said they should try the inside/outside launch this next round, to mix it up a little. Jackson decided that he and Arika would launch Alex and Ellen forward, and then she'd act as bodyguard again. Reminded of the Paladin game, she was glad she wouldn't be the one swinging the hammer again.

Phoenix seemed a bit depressed, and gave the referee a rather reluctant thumbs-up. Ellen smirked. Jackson gave each of them a nod before sending another toward the ref. Ellen got a solid stance before the whistle went off again. She felt the vibrations of the hammers hitting the ground behind her in her boots for a nano-second before her feet left the ground and Ellen was flying.

It was the best feeling in the world.

The ground rushed towards her, and she braced her legs so she could land running. She and Alex both hit the ground at the same time, and Ellen heard Alex grunt at the impact, but he sprinted forward without missing a beat. She followed close behind.

They gained possession of the bomb without confrontation. Alex slowed a little as they reached Phoenix's side of the court, and Ellen rushed ahead of him to take care of them. Kiara and Jackson flickered in her peripheral vision, but she didn't allow herself to be distracted.

She thrust her sword into one of the Phoenix players, a Tank, and spun around to slash another's chest. She noticed Kiara dancing nimbly around another Tank, each vying for an advantage. Ellen veered to the side, aiming to help Kiara, but her footing was careless and she quickly got caught in the splash zone of Kiara's blow. She respawned, angry at her own stupidity, and took off running to get back to where the action was.

Jackson hadn't faired well either as two Hybrids ganged up on him at once, and she saw that Alex was now trying to regain possession. Kiara was trying to help him out, but was simply outnumbered at the moment.

Ellen once again ran forward towards the middle of the stadium to help out.

"I think I'm starting to tire 'em out!" Kiara said as her friend joined the fight. Ellen didn't say so, but her teammate was beginning to sound pretty tired herself. But they were more evenly matched now, at two to two, and Ellen and Kiara worked well together. After a few well-placed hammer smashes from Kiara, Ellen was able to blindside them each with her sword while they were distracted.

Looking up, the struggle for possession had moved worryingly close to Rampancy's goal. Jackson had actually been cornered by a Tank. They were each toeing the line, and just barely missing being killed by the other. Alex was trying to keep Phoenix's Runner away from the goal, all by himself. Ellen swore under her breath and heard Kiara do the same as they each took off towards the action.

"I'll help Alex, you go get rid of that Tank!" Ellen called through her radio.

Jackson chimed in angrily, "You girls should've been here earlier!"

"Well, I'm _sorry_, we were a little busy _not dying_, okay?!" a flustered Kiara retorted.

Ellen ignored them, but realized with a sickening jolt that she wouldn't be able to make it to Alex in time. As she strained her leg muscles to go faster than they ever had, she saw Phoenix's Runner make an amazing jump. His armor must be the newer model, because he leapt clear over Alex's head, and slammed the bomb down onto the goal pad.

Ellen's shoulders sagged in defeat as Phoenix gained their first point and Alex swore loudly as the sudden explosion threw him forward. As they all respawned back at their side of the stadium, Ellen took a glance at her captain's expression and knew he was suppressing the urge to violently crush something. Though, of course, that _was _how he usually looked.

"That was awful. What happened out there?!"

"We got too spread out," Ellen answered sadly.

Jackson glared at her. "That was rhetorical," he growled. Ellen sneered and stepped towards him, her fingers clenching into fists. She was ready to punch something - whether or not that something was the team Captain.

Alex sighed and stepped forward. "Alright, alright, you two. We're fighting them right now, not each other. It's just one point, okay?"

Ellen scowled and mumbled quietly, "He started it." Alex glanced her way, and seemed as though he was trying not to smile at her.

Jackson sighed angrily, and then spoke through his teeth. "Alex's right. We need a plan for the next point. Since we've used nothing but launches, they'll be expecting another now." His voice was calming, now that he was focused on the plan unravelling inside his head. "Kiara, you shouldn't end up on the wrong side of the stadium again, so I want you to stay relatively close to our goal. As a secondary defense, sort of. Alex, get possession early, and _do not give it up!_ I want you to stick close to him, Ellen. And I'll show up wherever I'm needed." He looked around their little circle, giving each of them a small nod. "Questions? No? Then let's get started."

Jackson acknowledged the ref with a thumbs-up and and the whistle sounded quickly. Ellen sprinted forward, Alex close behind, and they quickly met Phoenix at the bomb. Ellen engaged in a fight with their Defender, and was immediately reminded of Will's fighting style.

_Well, that's just great_, she thought.

Despite countless training sessions, she had never been able to beat Will - unless he let her. And Ellen had a sneaking suspicion that this Phoenix guy wouldn't go easy on her. She was quickly proven right, as neither one of them was able to achieve the upper hand. They were evenly matched, and Ellen quickly worked up a sweat. Every move was met with a counter-move, no matter how much fancy footwork Ellen tried. She would swear that this guy must've worked with Will at some point, too, because he seemed to even anticipate what she was about to do. Ellen lost track of Alex, and even the other Phoenix members running around them. Then she remembered Jackson, and his plan. _'Wherever I'm needed,'_ he had said.

"Jackson! Need some help over here!" she called breathlessly through her radio.

"Just a sec!" was his curt response.

Ellen looked around for where he might be and what he might be doing. Distracted for just that one moment, the Defender made his move. He thrust his sword into her side, and Ellen gasped at the sudden, extreme pain. She shut her eyes tight, waiting for the relief that she trusted the respawn system to bring.

There was the usual, strange experience of any wounds being oddly mended that came with respawning, and so she opened her eyes, ready to start running again.

Instead, Ellen looked down with a shock. She was fifty feet up in the air. Her helmet practically brushed the ceiling. Ellen's high-pitched scream tore through the stadium and their radio system, mingling with those of Rampancy's fans. And then she fell.

Ellen felt the gaze of the entire stadium upon her as she hurtled toward the unforgiving metal floor. Her mind was processing everything at record speed, and she knew that her armour wouldn't do anything for her - not from a fall from that height! Her respawn must have glitched. Ellen had heard of these things happening before, but had never experienced anything of the sort before. The fall itself felt strangely freeing, as she would imagine skydiving does. Then she looked down and shut her eyes once again, bracing for impact. She held her breath, and prayed for the first time in her life as time slowed down.

Ellen heard her metal boot hit the metal floor, and could have sworn she even heard a sickening snap just below her right knee. She didn't feel the pain that came with it at first. She felt that the back of her heel, where she hit the floor, was throbbing. She felt the roar of air and the crowd in her ears. She felt a few hot tears running down her face. She felt dizzy and nauseous.

And then Ellen felt the pain in her leg.

It actually wasn't quite as bad as she expected. However, it was enough to make the edges of her vision go blurry, and she lost track of her senses for a while. The room spun a little, and her settings changed. She heard people rushing around her, and thought that they were yelling. Why were they yelling at her?

She blinked slowly, and looked up at the shouting people. No, they weren't yelling at her, but yells were definitely being thrown throughout the room. She thought she saw Coach. And Alex was next to him. They were the only ones not yelling. Ellen saw the white-clad paramedics, who were shouting back and forth at each other. Someone pulled off her right gauntlet, exposing her skin all the way up to her elbow. They stuck a needle into her vein, and Ellen flinched violently. She didn't like needles. They held a bag up above her arm, and she had the funny feeling of foreign liquid flowing into her blood. It didn't feel right; unnatural.

Ellen bolted upright as the strange liquid took sudden affect. Her eyes wide open, she shook her head a tad confusedly. Her senses came rushing back, and she understood that she'd been connected to maybe an IV drip. Or some sort of painkiller. Something like that.

Someone had taken off her helmet, and that was why everything seemed so loud. Ellen looked up into the worried faces of the people around her. "What happened?" Of course, she knew exactly what happened - but a small, desperate part of her hoped that she was wrong.

Coach answered in his usual gruff manner. "The system glitched. You basically fell from the sky and landed on your leg. You were out cold for a minute or two, and fuzzy when you came around. Those're just painkillers in your arm, and we don't know how bad it is yet." Looking around, Ellen saw that they'd thoughtfully moved her from the middle of the stadium. She felt a comforting warmth on top of her hand and glanced down. Alex's hand was covering hers, and Ellen smiled thankfully at him. He squeezed her hand slightly in response.

"We think it's just a fracture," one of the medics helpfully supplied.

"But it's in a bad place," said another, chipping in swiftly.

"Recovery time?" Coach asked curtly, his worry clear despite his tone.

"We're not sure. We really should get her to the hospital or something to investigate further."

"No!" Ellen burst out. "I need to see the game!" She'd put so much effort into getting those points - she _had _to know how the game ended. Her leg would still be broken in a few minutes. "I can't leave now!" She looked with pleading eyes at Coach, for she knew he'd be the one to make the decision.

"I don't know, Thompson. This needs to be taken care of." He nudged her leg, and Ellen had to make a concerted effort not to flinch. She smiled reassuringly instead.

"C'mon, Coach. They'll fix me up just as well after the game as they would now. Please? I've worked so hard, and now _this_," she gestured towards her leg. "Don't you think I deserve to at least see how the game turns out?" Alex chuckled a little, but didn't say anything. Anderson appeared thoughtful for a moment, then looked at the paramedics - who shrugged - and sighed. He gave her a terse nod.

Ellen smiled gratefully. "Thank you so much, Coach! I promise this'll make me feel better sooner," she said with a lopsided grin.

"Ha! I'll hold you to that, Thompson. Now, just sit here, and keep your leg up. I don't want you to do any more damage. I want a medic to stick with you until the end, but then you're going straight to the hospital, alright?" Ellen nodded vigorously at his stern words.

Anderson turned to look at Alex. "What the hell are you still doing here? You've gotta get back out there!" Coach began to push on Alex's shoulder until he stood up and began to walk back towards the stadium. But he didn't put his helmet back on until he'd given Ellen an over-the-shoulder wink. Ellen almost laughed, and she heard Coach berate him for flirting and then begin to hurriedly discuss tactics. As they left, so did most of the medics, who took the painkillers with them.

The door slammed shut behind all of them, and it was just Ellen, one nameless medic, and a flashing television screen. For the first time since recovering her senses, Ellen took stock of her surroundings. She was sitting on an uncomfortable couch in an apparent lounge room. Maybe this was where VIPs or sponsors usually sat? The room was bare, with only a few dusty pictures of past coaches and past teams sitting crookedly on the walls. She saw peeling paint and spotted linoleum. The couch was old and worn, as was the matching armchair opposite it. She smelled mold.

Once the medic arranged her leg in what was apparently the best way, he retreated to the armchair and sat in silence. Ellen focused on the television and saw that it was a live feed of the game outside. It was muted, so Ellen looked around for the remote. It sat on the armchair's arm, and Ellen was forced to awkwardly ask the medic to turn up the volume until she could hear it. She tuned out the annoying commentators who were asking anyone they could about her injury and coming up with zilch.

Instead, she focused on the actual picture. She could see Coach and Jackson speaking heatedly, probably at yet another disagreement. Alex was hanging off to the side, and Jason seemed ready for action. He looked nervous though, and Kiara was trying to calm him a little bit with a hand on his shoulder.

Ellen watched their body language and listened to the tone of the commentators' voices as she waited for the next round to begin. Then the voices picked up in pitch and Coach stepped aside to stand next to Arika. Jackson, Alex, Jason and Kiara lined up to start. Ellen perked up a little as she could hear the ref's whistle not only through the TV, but also as a distant echo somewhere outside of the door.

Jason and Kiara ran forward as Alex and Jackson hung back. Jackson launched Alex the same way he had during the first round. Alex got possession easily, but then Jason brought his scrabble with a Phoenix Tank too close to him. They cornered him, and the same hammer smash that killed Jason got Alex, too. Ellen groaned out loud, earning a disdainful look from the medic. She rolled her eyes at him, and held her hand out for the remote. He grudgingly handed it over. Ellen eagerly turned up the volume to hear the commentators' over-enthusiastic babble.

"-quite a mistake! If only he hadn't let that fight get so close to their Runner!"

"Ah, just rookie mistakes, Jim, rookie mistakes. Bound to happen every now and then. Rampancy'll recover easily enough, you just watch now!" The cameras focused back in on the game just in time to watch Phoenix score. Ellen heard the disappointed groan from the crowd, and could imagine Arika's reaction from the sideline. While she sympathized with Jason, she could also tell his head wasn't in the game. She'd seen him do well in practice; he was a better player than this when he focused. She noticed Jackson talking to him sternly on the sideline as the commentators began to focus on Phoenix.

G_reat going, Jackson, scare the guy. That'll work fantastically. _

The score was now three to two, Rampancy up, and she knew this was when the team would start to get a little uncomfortable. Jackson always wanted a strong lead, and he tended to project his feelings onto the rest of the team. She smiled when she saw Alex try to pass around a few thumbs-ups despite Jackson's glare. Maybe his high spirits would counteract Jackson's bad mood.

Perhaps that was just what happened, because Rampancy regained a point in the next round. Jason sort of stuck closer to Kiara, a good move, because she knew what she was doing. Jackson led the way aggressively as Kiara and Jason followed, and Alex was able to dodge any remaining Phoenix members easily. They had scored - yet again - in a matter of minutes.

The din of the crowd overpowered the commentators' comments, and Ellen could only make out a few words. "Lead ... winning ... exciting ... teamwork ... broken leg ..." She could only assume that that last part was about her.

At four to two, they only needed one more point. Just one little point, and then Ellen could get some more painkillers at the hospital. She cringed as her leg began to throb again at the thought.

Ellen took a deep breath, and ignored it. After all, she had practically begged to stay for the rest of the game and goddamnit, she was going to stay!

She found the next round hard to watch, though. Jason must have become too confident after last round, because he took on both a Hybrid and a Tank at the same time when he was acting as bodyguard. His timing was off and they killed him quickly, leaving Alex vulnerable with nothing but a bomb in his hands. Ellen couldn't help but cringe at the irony of the situation. And she couldn't help but moan when Phoenix gained another point. This game was becoming much too close to be comfortable.

It got even more uncomfortable as they tied at the next point. Mistakes were made on both sides, but the winner of the point was always the one that recovered. Phoenix had fixed some of their issues from past points, while Ellen saw her own teammates become anxious and sloppy. They didn't talk much as they prepared for the game point. It really could go either way, and Ellen caught herself cracking her knuckles nervously - such a bad habit - as she leaned forward to watch the screen closely. Everyone started off a little weak; Phoenix with a failed inside/outside launch and Rampancy with no launch but a slow start. They weren't quite sure of themselves.

Then Kiara made the first kill, and Rampancy gained some of their old confidence. Alex sprinted forward to take possession, dodging a few Phoenixes here and there. Jackson saw him make a run for it, and joined in. After getting in a few kills, and leaving the rest for Kiara and Jason, Jackson stopped Alex as they made eye contact. Their heads moved slightly, as though they were holding a conversation, and they nodded at each other. If Ellen could have moved her leg, she would have been on the edge of her seat. They could be planning anything.

Alex ran forward again, though much, much slower. It was really more of a jog now. Ellen squinted, trying to read any possible body language that would tell her what they were doing. She understood with a jolt right before it happened and let loose a loud whoop, for she was proud of her team.

Once Alex was almost ten feet in front of Jackson, Jackson slammed his hammer down harder than he ever had. They were positioned perfectly so that Alex got the maximum distance out of the launch. He flew over the heads of most of Phoenix, struck a Superman pose for a moment, and threw the bomb onto the goal pad before he even had the chance to land. The explosion threw him down on his back, but he jumped up with a spring in his step.

Kiara and Arika jumped up and down as the crowd went wild, and Jason stood motionless. Perhaps the most surprising reaction was Jackson's, who tore off his helmet and threw his hands in the air with a loud victory cry. Rothe ran towards Alex and engulfed him in a weird man-hug of triumph. Ellen threw her hands in the air, cheering happily. She searched the screen for Coach, but he was nowhere to be found. Perhaps the digital confetti all over the screen was obscuring him. Then the door to the lounge room squeaked open, with Coach appearing behind it. The medic got out of the armchair and grabbed Ellen's forearm, draping her arm over his shoulder.

Coach walked towards her, barely containing his post-win grin. He placed her other arm over his shoulder, and he and the medic pulled her up off of the couch to stand on her left leg. Ellen felt a sharp pain below her knee again as the blood rushed back to it, but refused to show it. Instead, she smiled at Coach Anderson.

"Great game out there, Coach! It'll definitely give the fans something to talk about, being so close and all. Hey, shouldn't you be congratulating our awesome team?"

"Got an assistant for that. Right now, we're just gonna take you to the hospital. Though that was a damn good game, wasn't it?" Now, he broke into a full-on smile, but it turned quickly into a scowl when Ellen accidentally put some weight on her right leg and cried out. Coach couldn't hide his concern though, as he shifted his grip on her arm and walked a tad faster. The medic didn't look worried, but also quickened his pace.

They passed by the hallway leading to the stadium, and Ellen's ears were bombarded by noise. She heard noisemakers, air horns, screams, yells. The only thing she couldn't hear were her own thoughts. It took her mind off of the pain, and she smiled. It was truly amazing to think of how far she and the team had come so quickly. In the amateurs, her team was lucky if they got a full stadium. Now, it was expected.

The wall of loud Rampancy fans was stunning, and Ellen allowed herself to grin as she passed by them.

Then, thinking of how long her pesky leg would keep her on the bench, Ellen hopped awkwardly - but faster - towards recovery.


	39. Chapter 38: Cup Draw

**(A/N) Hey guys, NicKenny returning for the time being, full of apologies for the delay with this fic. We've lost a couple of writers over the last few weeks, and Lili's account has thrown up some difficulties with uploading chapters, which has also been happening with some of our other members (get your act together !). However, we're back now, and while I can't promise no more delays, I can promise that we're invested in seeing this fic completed, and that you'll all enjoy what we've got planned for the future!**

**Now that we're back, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Eight - Cup Draw<strong>

**Sophie Rush**

**Written by LanaLlama**

* * *

><p><em>"Live not for Battles Won.<em>

_Live not for The-End-Of-The-Song._

_Live in the along."_

- Gwendolyn Brooks

* * *

><p>It was rare for a training session to be cut short these days, but Anderson was making an exception when he blew the whistle a few hours early, and send them all to their respective changing rooms. The joy and excitement about the upcoming Vius Cup was, for once, emanating from the entire team.<p>

Sophie trailed after Jamie, grateful for the easy afternoon. Lately, it had seemed as though Coach Anderson was determined to push them all as far as they could stretch - even beyond - every single day. As a result, her muscles ached tremendously - more than she ever knew was possible, before joining up with the pro league.

Small chatter rang out as the girls changed quickly, whiffs of deodorant flying about as they whooshed free of their cans; none of them had time to shower, as the announcements would be starting soon, and who really cared about the smell of sweat anyway?

The whole atmosphere was, for the first time in a while, quite cheerful. The girls hurried to change into their standard Rampancy shirts and comfy sweatpants. Sophie's hung quite loosely from her shoulders; the brunette was rather fond of wearing baggy shirts, whenever the chance arose.

After stuffing her kit into her locker and dragging free a small bag, one that contained her ever-important hairbrush, Sophie made her way over to the mirror and attempting to begin taming the mess of wild curls, which stuck out from her head in almost-amusing disarray. Just as she was finally fixing them, a small shove made her lose all her hard-earned progress. She cried out in protest as she turned to face the offender, Jamie, despite the grin that sat on her face.

_"Hey!"_

"Quit hogging, then!" Jamie stuck out her tongue, and narrowed her green eyes.

"Why don't you both quit hogging?" Jamie was thrown into Sophie a moment later, courtesy of a hearty shove from Arika. The black-haired Tank threw back her hair quite exaggeratedly, dragging out a small laugh from Kiara, who sat happily on the bench.

"Or" - interrupted Jackson's unwelcome voice from the door - "you can call all stop worrying about your _damn_ hair and hurry up for the announcement." Sophie glared at the team captain as he turned on his heel and disappeared, a sharp annoyance rising in her chest simply from the sound of his voice.

"Anyone else getting tired of Jackson's head being too far up his ass for us to talk to him?" Arika dropped in with a sigh, as she stretched leisurely. The whole team threw in their hearty agreement as they hurried on.

"We should get going," Kiara added moments later, making her own way to the door and turning to check that her teammates were with her.

"One sec." Sophie snagged the band at her wrist with her teeth, and wrapped it around her band of tight curls, not even caring too much about how it looked anymore.

"Looking_ fabulous_!" Jamie chirped, stepping backwards into the hallway. She threw the brunette a grin and double thumbs up, earning a laugh from Sophie as the woman pushed her onwards to the room where they were all to sit and wait.

Of course, they were the last two to arrive. The rest of the team - Jackson and Anderson, in particular - watched with disapproving eyes as the two women darted past the screen, where Stu Stuman's face was blown up larger than was probably legal, and reading from the papers before him. Jamie, of course, went straight for the last bean-bag, leaving Sophie stuck with a rigid chair that she couldn't even get comfortable in.

The brunette folded her legs beneath her and settled down as much as she was able, sparing a quick glance to note that every pair of eyes, bar her own, were glued to the screen. Of course, Sophie knew that cups were a big deal - but apparently, so was seed placement. It had taken the woman a moment to remember just how it worked, but as she returned her gaze to the screen, she caught a small glance and smirk from the red-haired Jamie. Despite it being brief and from her peripheral vision, the knowing look reminded Sophie all too much of the night of the sleepover.

Residual embarrassment stuck with the girl, even at the thought of the event or the next morning, when the girls had crawled from their sleeping bags and made far too many bacon sandwiches for their hangovers. The picture had been shared around as they ate. But Sophie definitely didn't want to think about it now, or, ever really. The whole thing was behind the brunette, and she wanted to keep it that way - now, and for the rest of time.

"And finally, what you've all been waiting for." Anderson pointed the remote at the screen, and turned up the volume. Unconsciously, the team all leaned forward. "It's time to announce the teams for Vius Intergalactic Cup!"

Immediately, the atmosphere in the room shifted from laid-back to excited and tense with anticipation. A small animation of the VI Cup's logo played, and Sophie's heartbeat skipped a beat.

"I'm sure you all know how this works, but for any new viewers at home, let's go over the terms and conditions." Stu proceeded to laugh a little at his own joke - which, doubtless, flew past the head of thousands. Most of Rampancy either sighed or rolled their eyes, eager only to hear the teams and nothing more. "Starting with the exciting stuff, this whole thing is intergalactic, which means we get to see so many new, interesting faces and places right off the bat!"

"What I'll never get," Alex interrupted, turning to face Coach Anderson over his shoulder, "is why we have to watch these things. It's the same old, same old, every year. Why can't they just tell us our teams and seeds?" Most of the team shrugged by way of response, each as clueless as Alex.

"Just listen to the damn rankings, Cross." Clearly, Anderson wasn't in the mood to try and work it out for himself, either.

"Finally, we move on to the seeds. The playing teams will be split into teams of four, based on their league performances up until now - which should be interesting, what with all the new players sneaking in! Those in the first seed are _technically_ considered the best; not that all of the competing teams aren't impressive in the first place." Jackson's annoyed groan at the rambling could be heard from the other side of the room, and for once even Sophie found herself agreeing with his sentiment.

"Let's just get right into it, shall we?" Grins and graphics filled the screen, ready to take count for the viewers. "We've got a team of Slipspace," - the man ducked his head, careful not to mess up something so important. What a nightmare that would be - "those real mean aliens from Heretic, Redecker, aaand Phoenix; from best to worst."

Back to his papers Stu Stuman went, checking and re-checking his facts. "Team Two in the same order will be Majestic, naturally first, followed by the wonderful Rampancy. Droppods taking third, and Team Sonar taking up the rear."

The next teams were lost on Rampancy as the whole group turned to each other, conversation bursting out across the room. Jackson and Alex were sharing looks of concern with Coach Anderson, while the rest smiled - and in Sophie's case, let out a puff of air that could only be relief.

"We've got to play Majestic?" There was a certain disbelief that wavered in Alex's tone as he swiped the remote from Anderson, shutting the TV down.

"Wait, that's bad?" Sophie asked, trying to understand where his concern was coming from. After all, they were another team just like them.

"Didn't you watch the cup last year?! Of course it is! They won, brilliantly, and very nearly won the league, too." Jackson rounded on her with unwarranted aggression. Sophie merely blinked at him, her expression obnoxiously blank.

"And…?" The brunette leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees and her chin in her palms. "Should that be a problem?" she added, when no one else responded. After all, it shouldn't really be a problem for Rampancy. Since this new season had started, they'd lost very few matches, and had all been doing their absolute best. Hell, Sophie was even learning how to use a hammer and lifting weights for these guys; the least Jackson could do was have a little more faith in them.

"Well, with a team made up of more girls than men, yes." Eyes rolled and sighs filled the room at Jackson's typical, spite-filled answer.

"Can we go _just one day_ without having this argument, please," Coach interjected, before the usual response could be uttered by anyone else. Sophie's chin dipped in something like disappointment, which flickered and vanished before it could barely register.

It had become clear, after Will had left, that Jackson had begun to feel outnumbered. As a result, he'd almost always strike up that particular defence. It was as though he was still hoping that Anderson would come to his senses and replace the girls with 'real players'.

"We should talk to Ellen," Arika piped up, immediately taking everyone's attention so that it could be rounded back to something more pleasant. "See what she thinks about our team." The injured Defender was still in hospital - and, according to the doctors, that was where she was going to stay for at least another month. At least they had Jason, though, who was going to fill in her spot on the field.

Kiara, being the closest one to the door, rose from her bean-bag and left the room to go find her phone. Most of Rampancy watched her go, with little else that they could think to do.

"So, tell us a little about our other buddies." Jamie dove into the silence head-first, swivelling her head to look at Alex with a bright smile. The blond blinked at her for a moment, clearly confused before the sentence clicked together in his head. Alex made a small "_oh_" of realisation and quickly struggled to find the best ways to describe Droppods and Sonar.

He didn't get out more than a sentence before the door swung open once more at Kiara's return, who immediately flopped back onto her bean-bag. Her blue eyes shone with the reflection of the phone's screen as she dialled the number in a few taps.

Lazily, the red-head held it into the air as the dial tone began to ring out. A few moments later, there was a click as their missing teammate answered.

"Hey Ellie, how's the leg?" Arika called, before anyone else could get a word in.

The woman on the other end of the call laughed. "It's getting better, but I'm ninety-nine percent sure that's not why you called." Sophie was quite sure that in the background of Ellen's voice, she could make out Stu Stuman's voice reading out the last of the teams.

"You got us," Jamie chirped. "We just wanted to include you in our moment of glory, and really don't give a damn about the health of our favourite Defender." There was a definite rolling of eyes from Jackson, at that point. The guy seemed ready to just up and leave.

"So, how do you feel, Miss Thompson, about playing against Majestic?" Jason asked jokingly, finally deciding to contribute to the group.

A snigger and muffled cough from Ellen's end sounded before she finally responded. "I feel like we're going to kick their ass."

"That's right!" Jason encouraged.

"Screw kicking Majestic's ass, we're gonna win this whole thing." The enthusiasm from Jamie was almost enough for all of them combined. Coach Anderson couldn't help but crack a smile, giving the redhead a small nod of approval at her comment.

"Which is why we need you back," Alex commented, casually picking at the dirt beneath his nails. "We need _you_ to make sure they never score against us."

More banter continued, the conversation flowing easily for most, about each team and who they got to play against, and how surprising it was that so and so ended up in this seed. It all felt very casual for once, as though they were all there as friends. _Minus Jackson, of course_. On it rolled for the better part of an hour, until Ellen decided that she should get some dinner and that they could talk more on it when she was back.

As she made her way home, Sophie found herself dreading the next day. She was sure that they would all have to, somehow, work even hardened to make up for the extra hours. Sophie groaned at the thought as she came smoothly to a stop outside her house, on her bike.

Maybe she would take the bus tomorrow, and save herself the pain of having to cycle back with her muscles aching worse than ever.


	40. Chapter 39: Rampant Spectators

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for another Grifball: Running Rampant update, this one written by the ever fantacular (have run out of adjectives, so am making up my own from this point onwards) Minaethiel, and featuring Kiara Thomas! Apologies for delays with our other fics – currently up to my ears with study for exams, so updates are going to be sporadic over the next month, but once summer hits I'm promising at least one update per day, ok? Also, we'll be looking for a few new writers for the final phase of our Project Freelancer Saga trilogy, so keep an eye out there, and if anyone is interested in participating in our Grifball or X-Ray and Vav fic, just let me know and I'll send over the necessary application forms! **

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirty-Nine – Rampant Spectators<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"I'm so proud of you that it makes me proud of me. I hope you know that."<em> - John Green, _Will Grayson_

* * *

><p>The blaring of my alarm was the first thing I heard on Friday morning. Groaning, I slammed a hand down on it and sighed, staring at the time. Four thirty. Granted, it had been months now since I had adjusted to waking up so early, but the disbelief still raced through me as I looked at the clock. Sighing once more before flipping the sheets off of me, I swung my legs over and got to my morning routine. Shower, get dressed in workout clothes, and go for a morning run before practice started. Today practice was actually starting later than normal, but since I was up, I decided to keep to my routine anyway.<p>

The shower was just what I needed to wake up, and before long I was lacing up my tennis shoes to get going. By then it was around five thirty, and practice was due to start at seven. I had plenty of time to run, and I took off out of my door happily. The road wasn't busy in the morning since most people were still asleep, and I was grateful for the silence. I didn't particularly mind if people stopped me during my morning run because they recognized me, but today I just wanted some peace before returning to the Rampancy stadium.

With Will gone, the atmosphere was weird, and I still hadn't gotten used to not seeing him around or bounding out of the men's locker room. Granted, Jackson had eased up a bit and was more tolerable, but things seemed much more different than they had been before even the pre-season games had started. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing I was still deciding. Regardless, after about an hour of running, I decided to head back home.

The sight that greeted me was entirely unexpected. Arika was leaning in the door frame, looking bored in a Maverick hoodie, her arms crossed and her foot tapping impatiently. Upon seeing me, a self-satisfied smirk crossed over her face, and she walked down the stairs of my apartment to greet me.

"Come on, Kiara! Take a shower and get dressed! We're going on a mission today."

Tilting my head curiously, I asked in a confused tone, "What mission? You mean practice? I'm already dressed for it."

"No, Ki, we're going to see a game today. Maverick is taking on Plasma, and I got the best seats available for us. No one has to know! We're going to play hooky for the day."

My mouth fell open in shock, and I felt butterflies of nervousness flutter in my stomach.

"But, what will Coach think? What will _Jackson_ think? What about the rest of the team? We can't seriously get away without being spotted, can we? What about-?"

Arika cut me off by saying, "Don't you want to see Will play, Ki?"

That effectively shut me up. Besides the fact that Maverick was my favourite team ever, of all time, Arika had a point: Will was going to be starting today against Plasma. And though I had seen Will play before, I hadn't seen him since our victory banquet, which had been weeks ago. The more I thought about it, the more receptive I became of the idea of skipping practice for just one day to see one of my best friends play. Arika seemed to sense the change and grinned in triumph.

"That's the spirit! Now come on! Go get dressed, and be sure to look as... inconspicuous as possible. Which means you better hide your hair," she said, pointing to my fiery red mane.

Giggling slightly, I allowed her in and obliged, taking yet another shower, and bringing out my own Maverick hoodie. This one I had had for years and was showing signs of use. The Maverick colours, once bright and cheery, were now slightly dulled. However it was one of my most prized possessions. The back of the hoodie had the Maverick symbol, and the name Cadmen stencilled on top of it. Sean Cadmen had been my favourite Maverick player until he had been switched to Overcharge for a payment dispute. Despite the outdated team member, it would make do, and did wonders to hide my hair. Paired with denim jeans, I seemed like any other Maverick fan. I grinned as I went back to Arika, and she nodded approvingly.

"Well, now all we gotta do is wait until it's closer to game time."

To pass the time we watched the latest Grifball news and a movie or two. I couldn't help but glance at the clock nervously as seven o'clock came and went. Arika couldn't help but laugh at my nervousness, especially when the phone rang and I nearly jumped out of my seat. However I refrained from answering it in case it was Coach or one of our other teammates. Before long, Arika was pulling me up and beckoning towards the door.

"Uh, the game doesn't start for another four hours, Arika," I pointed out, confused.

"Well we need to get there with enough time to find our seats!"

"Four hours is far too much time!"

"Nope, we're walking."

My mouth fell agape yet again. "We _can_ just call a cab you know!"

"Kiara, we can't risk _anyone _knowing what we're doing! Coach will kill us – if Jackson doesn't first – if they hear about us ditching to watch a Grifball game. So, we're _walking_."

I felt myself frowning, but didn't protest further. Walking all the way to Maverick's stadium would take a good hour to an hour and a half. It could have been worse though; the game could've been at Plasma's stadium, and walking _there_ would have taken two or three hours from my apartment. I was never more thankful for the relatively short distance to Rampancy's stadium.

* * *

><p>Walking alongside Arika, I tried to imagine how the game would play out. Maverick had had a fairly strong start, and Plasma was behind them in the rankings. With Will acting as runner, I had no doubts that Maverick's offensive game was going to get a much needed boost. Ever since I was in the amateur leagues I dreamed of getting to meet and play against Maverick. I knew now I was going to get the chance too, but the game was going to be tough. Will knew how Coach Anderson worked, and he knew how we all played.<p>

Musing on this, I almost jumped in surprise when Arika cut into my thoughts.

"What are you thinking about, Ki?"

"Mm, just Maverick and Plasma. I'm trying to decide who would win. Of course, I'm biased towards Maverick."

"Because of Will?" she retorted teasingly.

"No! Although that's part of the reason. With Will as runner, Maverick is going to be a much stronger offensive competitor. Plasma has a good defensive game, but they barely won in their last game, and that was against a team on about their level. Maverick has always been a cut above the rest."

"Even above Rampancy?" Arika inquired with a curious glance over at me.

"Well, we'll have to see what happens when we have a game together," I replied thoughtfully, biting my lip as I factored in the variables between our two teams. The walk passed in relative silence after that, and before long the Maverick stadium came into view. I felt nervousness well up in me again; especially when we started to truly began to get close to other Grifball fans. I didn't know how recognizable Arika and I were, but we'd be pretty busted if Grifball fans started swarming us. However we managed to get in and make it to our seats without trouble. I drew in a sharp breath at the stadium. I'd been there so many times over the past few years that everything was familiar to me. The team tunnels, the seat orientation, even the lights brought back memories.

Settling back in my seat, I looked down at the court. The lights of both teams were dancing over the floor; Maverick would be playing in red, and Plasma would be decking themselves in blue. The anticipation for when the game would start began to make my hands shake, and I bit my lip with excitement, an expectant gleam in my eyes. The game was going to be good without a doubt, and I expected Maverick to take it home. Thankfully, I didn't have to wait long as the announcer began to speak up.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to today's Grifball game! Today we are hosting Team Plasma against our hometown heroes..."

I felt a grin split my face as I followed along with the announcer's next words.

"Team MAVERICK!"

As if on cue (I had no doubt that it was indeed on cue), the current players of Maverick spilled onto the field, weapons raised and red armour flashing beneath the stadium lights. The crowds roared in approval, and it didn't take long for me to differentiate who was who. Wearing your standard Rogue armour was none other than Greg Cassidy, Maverick's captain. He had been Maverick's main tank for three seasons, and captain for two. In addition, he was also drop dead gorgeous, if any of the women on my old team were to be believed of course. Granted, blue eyes _were_ attractive with darker brown hair, but what really made him a fan favourite was his candid and generous attitude. He had been my idol since his start in the amateur leagues, right behind Sean Cadmen of course. He was only twenty-six, and last I had heard was dating some girl from the amateur leagues; I had long forgotten her name.

Their Hybrid easily towered over everyone on the field standing at around six five. Wearing the Vanguard armour, it was hard not to recognize Cameron Breyer. Cameron had an amazing fluidity with a sword for someone as tall as him, but he also had the muscle to swing his gravity hammer more ferociously than anyone I'd ever seen. However he wasn't the most interactive with fans, and in most interviews he seemed almost... bored, if professional enough. However his spot on Maverick was firmly cemented by his determination to win, and his lack of any real problems with authority.

Maverick was one team that had pretty much phased out the position of Defender. They had one, but it was apparent that he wasn't going to be playing when I caught sight of the War Master variant-wearing Victor Ferris on the field. Victor was unique insofar as he was ex-military. Before he had been picked up by Maverick, I had had the misfortune to be caught by the force of his gravity hammer swing in an amateur game. I had never remembered being so sore after a game before. Victor was a fantastic tank though, even if he stood at only around five foot eight. Unlike Cameron, he also interacted with his fans a fair bit, and actually had a really great sense of humour. He kept his black hair in a short buzz cut as a tribute to his military days.

Last, but certainly not least, I finally caught sight of Will. Sword raised among the forest of hammers from his companions, he seemed out of place, but I was certain he only seemed out of place to me because he had been on Rampancy first. My earlier excitement dampened a little, but I still managed to toss Arika an excited grin as she looked over to catch my eye. Will still wore his old Recon armour, and the white trim hadn't changed either. The only thing different was the colour, which was Maverick's fiery red. My fists clenched in anxious curls as the two teams greeted each other and then took their starting positions. Just like before my own games, I held my breath, and released it in a rush as the starting countdown ended.

Immediately, both teams went for a spawn bonk. Will stayed behind with Victor, and I immediately could guess why: Victor had the most powerful swing on the team. I leaned forward in anticipation, a gleeful smirk on my face as the launch was quickly set up and executed. The minimal shielding that Will had was blasted away by the force of the manoeuvre, but the speed of which he launched towards the ball was unmistakably faster than that of Plasma's runner. I heard Arika give a whoop of glee next to me as Will rolled into the ball and immediately retreated behind Cameron and Greg as they fended off Plasma's assault. However as Victor ran to join them, Cameron missed with his hammer swing and was immediately taken down by the runner, whom was wielding his sword.

I could almost imagine Greg calmly issuing orders to his team, and I began to see what Greg was doing as the fierce game of gravity hammer chicken continued in the centre of the court. Greg and Victor were slowly forcing Plasma to switch sides, leaving their goal exposed, while Cameron and Will stuck behind them until the proper time to make a break for the score plate. That time came after another minute or two of work. Will and Cameron broke away suddenly and began sprinting towards Plasma's goal, the crowd roaring its approval. Plasma's hybrid and runner broke away from Greg and Victor's trap as well and began chasing the pair down. Cameron turned around to face them, no doubt warned by either Greg or Victor, while Will continued his mad dash. However I knew Will; if he had the ball, only dying would make him give it up. That proved true as Cameron managed to hold the other two players at bay, and Will slammed the Grifball down on the score plate.

"Yes! Alright Will!" I exclaimed in excitement.

I leapt up happily with Arika beside me as the crowd voiced their own reactions to Maverick's first goal of the day. With everything that had been going on, I had completely forgotten the euphoria of just catching a game, especially one played by my favourite team. The rest of the game began flying by, punctuated by frequent groans of dismay or sympathy (particularly when Victor caught the Plasma runner with an especially brutal smash to the back with his hammer), and cheers of excitement whenever Will or Maverick ended up making a great play. However it was clear that Maverick's defence was slacking. The score had gone up to three in favour of Maverick, while Plasma was being left in the dust at one. As the ball dropped for round five of the game, I gasped as I caught sight of Maverick. The launch had gone wrong; Will hadn't jumped high enough, and Victor swung too soon. The result was Will's almost immediate respawn as he was virtually slammed into the ground. I knew from experience that that was going to hurt later.

Plasma's runner scooped up the ball and fell back behind his team, and Cameron and Greg ran forward to meet them, Victor at their heels. Will whipped out his hammer as well, which I found interesting; no one was defending the goal, which the Plasma runner noticed pretty much right away. With Maverick more than halfway across the court, it was a short decision of whether or not to run. The ball carrier took the chance. The roar of Plasma's fans grew calamitous as their runner pelted past Maverick. Will flipped his hammer on his back and drew his sword, sprinting after the runner as fast as he could. However it was clear that he hadn't had enough time to catch up, and the runner slammed the ball on the score plate, the resulting explosion rocking the stadium.

It wasn't hard to tell that Will was frustrated as he flicked his sword on and off as he regrouped with his team. From the stands, Maverick seemed rattled, and as Plasma scored another goal, I was biting my lip in anxiety.

"They need to get their act together," Arika remarked worriedly, her eyes on Maverick's line.

I nodded in agreement, watching as the scoreboard reflected a tied game.

"They're letting the pressure get to them. Maverick has _always _had issues with that. It comes from the name of the team; it has a long history of championships and titles. Its players are often some of the best in the league, and there's a lot of pressure for the players to live up to the expectations of the fans. If Greg can get his head back in the game and calm his players down, they'll win, I know it," I explained confidently.

Arika shot me a sideways glance. "You're pretty much the expert on Maverick, aren't you?"

I smiled sheepishly, turning to look at her. "Not necessarily... they're just my favourite team. They have been since I was a little girl using a golf club as a gravity hammer," I added with a blush. "I could name who their MVP was ten years ago if you asked me. And before you do," I said as Arika opened her mouth," it was Hayden Marsh."

The other tank laughed waved down the man going around with drinks, paying for two sodas.

"Not bad, Kiara. I never took you to be such a nerd for a single team."

"Proud Maverick nerd for fifteen years," I said with a mock salute.

That dissolved us into laughter, which was silenced as the next round started. This time the spawn bonk went off without a hitch, and I sighed in relief. Maybe Greg was getting his head in the game, and forcing his players to keep calm as well. I noticed this time that Greg had been the one to set off the span bonk while Victor and Cameron rushed forward to fend off Plasma. Unfortunately the Plasma runner was in possession of the ball, and I watched as Will fell back with his sword to take up the mantle of defender while the three more aggressive members of the team tried to lead the runner to him.

The plan worked beautifully.

Greg managed to tease the runner into going for the goal, and miscalculated how fast Will was. With one quick stab through the back, the Plasma runner fell, and Will scooped up the ball. Cheering loudly, I swung to look over at how the other three were doing. Plasma was actively trying to take down all three of them, and one lucky swing and a late reaction sent Greg respawning. I bit my lip as Will backed off again, clearly waiting for an opening. I couldn't hear the chatter between the team (sometimes it sucked to be a spectator), but next thing I knew, Will was making a break for it, Greg hot on his heels.

Distracted by the sudden rush, Victor and Cameron slammed the handles of their hammers into the Plasma members, causing them to stumble backwards before the other two Maverick players took off after their teammates. It was a strange manoeuvre, and risky; they were so close that the splash from a gravity hammer would net the user quite the multi-kill. However when Plasma members started catching up, Cameron and Victor dropped back to deal with them, and Greg followed suit when the other two caught up. Will, however, was free to score, and the crowd erupted into cheers when he did.

I leapt up, yelling in approval, pride spreading through me. That was Will's third goal of the game. Cameron had managed to score the second one for Maverick when Will had passed him the ball. Regardless, with the lead now extended to four against Plasma's three goals, I was confident that Maverick would take it home.

My favourite team didn't let me down.

Plasma put up a furious defence when Will once again took possession of the ball. However three of their players were focused on Greg, Victor, and Cameron, while only one was playing a game with Will. I felt a smile curl up my face as he bolted straight towards the offending tank. At the last second, he tossed the ball at him, and I could imagine Will playfully yelling, "Catch!" as he threw it. The tank was unused to having the Grifball thrown towards him and scrambled to catch it. Will took the opportunity and whipped his sword out, taking the tank down, grabbing the ball, and racing for the winning point. The crowd was practically shaking the stadium with the volume of their cries, and I found Arika and I swept up as Will slammed the ball down, raising a fist in victory.

"Yes! I _knew _Maverick had it in the bag! Way to go, Will!" I cheered loudly, cheeks flushed from the exhilaration, and throat sore from all the yelling.

Arika looked just as excited, a smile lighting up her face. "Totally worth it to play hooky for the day, right?"

"Best decision of my life!" I agreed, beaming happily. "I wonder if the team is going to be signing autographs later?"

A wicked gleam appeared in Arika's eyes. "You would do anything to talk with Will, wouldn't you?" She teased.

I groaned, sighing in disagreement. "It's practically a tradition for me to get the autographs from Maverick each time they get a new team member. I haven't acquired any of the autographs from the current team anyway."

* * *

><p>As it turned out, today wasn't a day for meet and greet with the team, much to my disappointment. However as I headed home with Arika, I couldn't keep away the stupid grin that kept crawling across my face. Arika was nice enough not to remark anything about it, and as we parted ways, she winked, as if knowing my plan for the night. I had no doubt that Will would be out at the clubs to celebrate, however I decided finally to pick up the phone and dial his number. I hadn't called him since the news broke of him leaving. After a few ringing tones, they finally stopped, and Will's familiar voice came over the receiver.<p>

"This is Will."

I smiled, allowing a moment of silence to pass before cheekily asking, "Are you always so formal when you answer the phone?"

Another minute of silence before he replied, and I could hear the smirk in his voice.

"Only for the press, Ki. It's hard to be serious around you. Since when did you learn to joke around?"

I scoffed, coughing slightly to get rid of the dryness of my throat.

"Hey, I am perfectly capable of telling a joke. I had a good teacher," I added with a knowing tone.

"Yeah, I am pretty awesome," he agreed jokingly. "You sound hoarse though; are you getting sick?"

"Nope. I went to a Grifball game today. The winning team was pretty good; probably one of my favorite teams in the league. Their runner wasn't half-bad either."

"Wait... you _ditched _ practice for once?" He sounded incredulous.

"To watch a game that was totally worth it. Maverick versus Plasma. Final score, five to three, with Will Weissman's signature Grifball fake-out scoring the final point."

He sounded even more surprised than before. "You came to watch me play?"

"Of course I did. I wouldn't miss your starting game with Maverick. Risking Coach and Jackson's wrath was a small price to pay."

"Well I can't help but be surprised... I mean we haven't talked at all really since the banquet. I thought you might be mad. Or at the very least annoyed."

"No Will, not at all," I said in surprise. "I'll admit I was a little mad that you didn't straight up tell me where your head was at... and then I felt sad. I mean, I don't really get along with the other guys as well as I did with you. Jackson is, well, Jackson, and Alex is closer to Ellen. Jason doesn't really make me feel as comfortable as you did. It's nice being close with the girls, but it was also nice to be close with one of the vets of the team. And I still owe you a thanks for helping me out too. Thanks. But that's not why I called," I said, waving away the impromptu tangent.

"I just called to say that I was really proud of you today. You kicked some major ass out there, and it made _me _feel proud to know you. So... yeah," I said with a small giggle.

For a few seconds he was silent, until he replied, his tone relieved, and grateful. "Thanks, Ki. Really that means a lot to hear you say that, and I'm glad you're not mad. I am sorry I didn't tell you but I didn't want to upset you." He stopped for a second, a smile more pronounced now. "Hey, why don't you come on down to my place and we can go hit the clubs like... well, not old times, but regular-until-recent-events-times? I'll bet the other guys are still out celebrating."

I couldn't suppress an excited squeak.

"I'd love to hang out with you and the rest of Maverick! Oh my gosh I need to bring a sharpie for all of your autographs!"

This sent him into a gale of laughter.

"Ki," he managed, "you are probably the biggest fangirl I've ever heard before. Why do you need _my_ autograph though?" he finished, half-laughing, half-curious.

I smiled, already gathering up my purse and hugging my Maverick hoodie closer to me. "Because I_ always_ try to get Maverick's autographs when a rookie comes in," I said devilishly, beaming even though he couldn't see me. As we exchanged goodbyes, I felt lighter than I had for days. He may have switched to a different team, but Will and I would always be friends.

With that thought in mind, I ran out of the door.


	41. Chapter 40: Contact if Found

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry for the lack of updates over the last month, was doing my end of year exams for college, and hate to put the collab aside and work on that for that period of time. However, I finished my last exam yesterday, and am going to try and upload a chapter for all of our current fics, along with the opening chapters of two new ones, over the next twenty-four hours, so keep your eyes out! Here we have another fantastic chapter from Minaethiel, taking over the character of Jamie Evans for this week, as Cinder is no longer writing for us. However, Mina is certainly more than up to the task, and I'm so happy to be getting this fic back on track! We've got some big chapters coming up shortly, that will shake up the plot permanently, so watch this space!**

**Hope you all enjoy this chapter as much as I did!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty – Contact if Found<strong>

**Jamie Evans**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"Choices made, whether bad or good, follow you forever and affect everyone in their path one way or another."<em> – J.E.B Spredemann, _An Unforgiveable Secret_

* * *

><p>Let it never be said that Jamie Evans didn't at least TRY and reassure her teammates when someone else went missing. I mean, how was it her fault if she decided to voice her theories in a more light-hearted manner? Did Jackson and Coach HAVE to give her an extra rep of suicides to compensate? <em>Well<em>, she reflected, _I suppose the theory of kidnapping or being held hostage wasn't so great, but they sure didn't need to react _that_ badly!_

Regardless, Kiara and Arika had probably just gone shopping for the day. Maybe they'd decided to play hooky to test Jackson's temper. Yeah, the guy had chilled out a bit lately, but it sure didn't take much to trigger his… irritation. Hell, he was still sore about the whole incident the first day she had arrived! Not that Jamie – or many others – would let him forget it. The locker room was strangely quieter without two of the women on the team, but that didn't stop a soft murmur of conversation as Sophie and Ellen interacted. Both were feeling particularly amused over the moment in training where Coach had decided that Arika and Kiara were lost causes to wait for. Unfortunately for them, it would mean caring for the training equipment instead of actually training next time they came in. Fortunately, he hadn't assigned the job to Jamie!

Gleefully, the hybrid went to check her phone, frowning quizzically when she couldn't find it in her locker. Rifling through her belongings, Jamie frowned again, but rolled her eyes and turned to her the lone teammate with her in the locker room.

"Look, I know that kiss was pretty hot between the two of you, but if you wanted to see the pictures, all you had to do was ask!"

Sophie turned to her, puzzled, her eyebrows furrowed.

"What are you on about, Jamie?" she asked curiously, as she stashed her armour into her locker, pulling out a change of clothes.

Jamie chuckled, shaking her head. "My phone, of course! Why did you take it without asking?"

"I didn't touch your phone," Sophie replied in obvious confusion. "You didn't give it to Alex, did you? If he got a hold of those pictures, I can't imagine he'd be too keen to return your phone to you."

Jamie couldn't exactly remember sharing the pictures with any of the guys, but who could say for certain? She knew for a fact that Alex would have enjoyed the snapshots. Shaking her head in amusement, she threw her tank top on and started for the door.

"Alright I'll go check with our illustrious teammates then. If they don't have it, I'll go ask Coach. Maybe HE wanted to see them!"

Sophie laughed, though Jamie could see that the other women was worried. The pictures from their sleepover at Arika's house hadn't been deleted, and if those got out, it would sure be a fun day for the press. Not to mention, Coach would probably straight up murder them, and Jackson would make them wish he had, at any rate. Opening the door, Jamie walked down the hall to where the men had their locker room, and she banged on the door.

"Incoming!" she yelled as she opened the door and strode in without a further word. Both of the men in the locker room looked up in surprise. Jason had to have left already, Jamie noted as she looked around. Jackson quickly grew annoyed that Jamie hadn't actually waited for permission to enter, while Alex merely chuckled and shook his head.

"For god's sake, Jamie, you could always wait for permission to enter."

"Nope, no time, Cross! Do you happen to have my phone anywhere?"

Alex looked somewhat bemused, and Jackson snorted before turning back to his locker, meticulously trying to balance his helmet on his chest piece. Jamie smirked slightly, pointing a faux accusing finger at Jackson.

"Did YOU take my cell phone, Mr. Rothe?"

The team captain gave an exaggerated sigh and turned around to stare her down. "No, Jamie, I didn't touch your phone. For all we know you could have dropped it on the way to practice. Did you try emptying your locker?"

Rolling her eyes, she nodded. "Of course. That's the _first_ thing you do when you're looking for something."

Jackson just sighed again in irritation and continued to place his armour in his locker. "Well it's not in here. Go check the training floor for kicks so we can finish up in here."

Alex shot him a look Jamie couldn't read and slipped a shirt on before rapidly stacking his armour. "I'll help you look, Jamie. See if Sophie will pitch in too."

Giving a mock bow, Jamie backed out to give the boys some sense of privacy and returned to the women's locker room. For a second, Jamie thought Sophie had gone home for the night, but she spotted the backup runner as she rounded a locker corner. Jamie waved her over, and the brown-haired woman obliged, slipping her bag onto her shoulder.

"Did you find your phone, Jamie?"

"Nope!" she replied, shaking her head slowly, noting the slight widening of her teammate's eyes as a flare of panic sparked up. "Alex is going to help me hunt for it in the stadium. You wanna help me out?"

"Sure, why not?" the other woman said, with a slight shrug, her mouth twisting to the side. "Better we find your phone someplace unexpected than someone else finding it."

Jamie nodded sagely, retracing the route she had taken through the training centre in her head. She always drove to the training centre, and she supposed it could have fallen out in the parking lot… but she would have heard it. So if it didn't fall out in the parking lot, then it was either at home, or in the training centre somewhere. Since the only people here were Rampancy staff, she doubted that the phone was in any real danger of being compromised.

Thoroughly reassured, Jamie backed out of the women's locker room just as Alex emerged from the men's, and the runner walked over to meet Sophie and Jamie.

"Jamie, walk us through the route you took when you got here, would you?" Alex asked, leaning on the wall. Sophie looked expectantly towards Jamie, a small hint of a smile on her face. Jamie nodded, thoughtfully looking up and down the hallway. She had entered the stadium from the back entrance, and hadn't remembered hearing her phone drop. Then she had gone straight to the locker room, pausing to talk with one of the security guards about a potential prank on the other girls. After THAT, she had finally gotten ready. She couldn't remember putting her phone down anywhere. Hell, she couldn't even remember if he had brought it from home today.

Regardless, Jamie outlined her route, and the three Rampancy players set off on the search. While scanning the corridors, Jamie tried to start a conversation. "So Alex, how's Ellen?"

The runner dipped his head slightly, his expression darkening. "Broken leg, Jamie. She'd going to be out for a while. Recovery is going to take some time."

"How is she taking it?"

"Use your imagination," Alex said flatly, effectively ending the conversation. Sophie shot Jamie a sympathetic look, returning to her search. Before long, they had covered the hallway and had moved onto the training floor. Coach Anderson was just talking with his assistant coach, but dismissed him as he caught site of the small band of players.

"Problem?" he asked, immediately walking over, nodding to the three players with a slight smile on his face.

"Of a sorts." Sophie shrugged. "We're looking for Jamie's phone. Have you seen it, Coach?"

He shook his head decisively, his face turning grave. "I haven't seen a phone around here, but I hope you find it. I haven't heard anything from the caretakers about it either, and they'd normally contact me if they came across anything a player had left behind. One of the guys a few years back almost lost his wedding ring. Never seen a man look so relieved!"

With another nod and a slight chuckle, he retreated into his office, leaving Jamie puzzled. If her phone wasn't at the training centre, then it HAD to be at home. Where else could it be?

"It's okay guys," Jamie said, doing her best to put on a reassuring tone. "My phone isn't here, so it's probably back at my place. I'll call you later, Sophie, when I find it."

The runner nodded slightly. "Please do," Sophie said, nodding enthusiastically. "Better to be reassured than anything. You've gotta start taking better care of your stuff, you airhead!"

"Sorry the search was for nothing, Alex," Jamie added, after nodding sheepishly at Sophie's rebuke, smiling at the Runner.

"I didn't have anything else to do," he shrugged, walking back towards the locker rooms. Parting ways, Jamie climbed into her car and started back home. She had no doubt that her phone was safe and sound back at her flat. Hell, she'd have a good laugh with Sophie about it later. For kicks she'd probably call Jackson and say she found it in his locker. Jamie smiled at the thought. Life was nothing but good.

There was nothing to worry about at all.


	42. Chapter 41: Long Road to Recovery

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the Friday update for Grifball: Running Rampant, coming a bit late because I was out at a table quiz last night (hardcore, I know), and got back at two, meaning sleep was top of my immediate list of priorities at the time. But here we are now, with another fantastic chapter from WednedsayA 3567, and I have to say, you guys are gonna love this one!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-One – Long Road to Recovery<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"When we are hurt, we feel useless and broken. It's never really the case, for healing can always take place." <em>– Unknown

* * *

><p>Ellen glared at the blank white wall ahead of her. She crossed her arms over her chest and sighed impatiently. Having to wait for anything always sucks. <em>Epically.<em>

Her crutches leaned against her chair's arm next to her. Ellen reached up and fiddled with the loose piece of rubber hanging from one of them. It had been bothering her for the past few weeks. No, actually, this entire thing had been bothering her for the last month. She had thought that this recovery would be easy enough, but then the doctors went and told her that "the fall had caused a tibial shaft fracture." Essentially, her shin was broken. Meaning she couldn't put any weight on it, her foot was swollen and ugly and she had been wearing a splint for a long time. The doctors told her to expect a cast or brace later on.

Luckily, the fracture was stable, meaning that the break would heal more quickly and she wouldn't need surgery. That would have only made things worse. As it is though, Ellen had already spent the first two, almost three, weeks in the hospital. Which would have been much more than she could afford, but the fact that it was a sports injury somehow created a deal with the league. She wasn't sure of the details; her agent took care of the whole thing.

While she had been in the hospital, a few people came every now and then, along with some regulars. Alex and Arika had come to visit most days, often taking turns. Kiara had visited every Wednesday and Saturday, at three o'clock on the dot. Coach came too, usually to check up on her recovery rate. Her family lived a little far away, but still came every now and then.

Now, Ellen was on crutches and had successfully moved out of the hospital and was back in her own apartment. Of course, her mobility was greatly limited and she often needed outside assistance, but it was something.

She had to come back to the hospital routinely for physical therapy and x-rays, and that's why she was here now. She was just fine with the x-rays - those were actually sort of cool - but she couldn't stand the physical therapy. Under different circumstances, the exercises would seem insultingly easy and ridiculous, but with a broken leg they were torture.

Within the last two weeks she had begun putting a little weight on her leg. She had to use a walker to shuffle back and forth. Each movement in her right leg caused pain to shoot up her entire body, but she refused to give up. If the physical therapy people told her to do it, it must be speeding up the recovery. _Right?_

Ellen was willing to do anything to get back in the game more quickly. She was getting sick of Arika and Kiara telling her about how brutal the practices were, or how Coach had yelled, or the newbies slipped up. Ellen wanted to be there, experiencing it herself, not just hearing about it. At least Alex seemed to understand a little better, and didn't talk about Grifball much when he visited. _Could always be worse_, she thought.

The metal door to her left swung open suddenly with a loud creak, snapping Ellen out of her thoughts. A male nurse in a long white coat nodded at her, saying, "We're ready for your x-ray now." Ellen stood up on her left leg awkwardly, and reached for her crutches. One of them fell down and she groaned. Looking up, she saw the nurse ignoring her troubles. Ellen had to bend down, desperately clinging to the chair, to pick it up and almost lost her balance before she could tuck it under her arm.

Once she had both crutches in position, she walked/hopped her way through that big metal door and down the unpleasantly familiar cold hallway.

Ignoring the nurse just like he had ignored her, she made a sharp left into the room marked 'RADIOLOGY.' She'd spent far more time in this room than any sane person should. This time though, there was something different there to distract her. Instead of just the usual number of nurses manning the strange machine, another woman wearing a magnetic apron - protection against the radiation - was there with her back turned to Ellen. She turned suddenly upon hearing the door open, and Ellen was quickly captured in a smothering hug and an even more smothering Southern accent.

"Oh, dahling, it's so good to see ya up and about again, everyone's been so worried about'cha! And the doctors say you're healing so very well! I'm so proud of you, honey!"

Ellen sighed and said, "Hi, Angela. It's good to see you again too." Angela Douglas was Ellen's agent, and an old friend of her father's. Ellen liked her well enough, but her personality could get a little overwhelming at times. She was short, but always wore heels of skyscraper proportions. Her big, blonde, Southern hair also gave her a lot more height. Angela had been working with Ellen ever since the girls of Rampancy started to become somewhat famous and talked-about. Angela was also relatively new to the professional scene, but incredibly good at what she did.

"So, Angie, what are you doing here? I wasn't expecting you...?"

"Oh, dahling, don't you worry about me. I just wanted to talk to you for a little bit. But!" she cried, pointing her finger in the air dramatically, "the doctors told me not to bother ya. So, right now, just get yerself situated like you normally do, and just act like I'm not even here. Otherwise I might get yelled at." Ellen, somewhat confused, shrugged and slid back onto the special x-ray chair. It reminded her of a dentist's chair. She held the crutches at her side, until Angela kindly took them from her so Ellen wouldn't feel quite so awkward.

A few of the nurses positioned the heavy magnetic apron over her while another one slid the machine on its track to hang over her leg. The usual eerie almost-silence fell as the x-ray machinery hummed and Angela tapped her toe quietly.

After moving the hulking machine around several times for different angles, they were finally done. Getting up from the chair was a lot easier now that Angie was there and willing to help a little. The head nurse there told Ellen she was scheduled for another physical therapy session in half an hour, so she sighed and headed back towards the waiting room. Angela followed. As the hallway widened, they ended up side-by-side despite the crutches. It seemed as though Angela wasn't going to say anything anytime soon, so Ellen cleared her throat. The noise echoed in the tiled passageway.

"Soooo … what exactly was it you wanted to talk about?" Angela started at the sudden sounds. She was acting like a scared little squirrel. "Angie? You okay?"

"What? Oh, yes, dahling, I'm fine. This place just gives me the heebie-jeebies, is all." They walked on in silence for a few more moments. "Oh! What I wanted to talk to you about. Right. Okay, well, as you very well know, you've pretty much been off of the radar this past month and a half, am I right?" Ellen nodded. "Right. So, what we need to do is get your b-e-a-utiful face back out there in the spotlight. We can't have the fans forgetting about you, now can we?"

Ellen sighed. She had been afraid of this. "No, I guess not. What did you have in mind, exactly?"

"Oh, honey. Nothing too terribly complicated. Maybe just a photo shoot, a little interview, just enough for - maybe - an article online or something like that. No biggie." She flapped her hands, as though shooing the subject away. But Ellen knew there was more to it, and looked at her agent suspiciously.

"You've already got it all set up, don't you?"

Angela looked down at her perfectly manicured nails. They had reached the door to the waiting room, and she held it open for Ellen. They walked through to stand in the middle of the barren room.

"Well, yeah, but listen-"

"Angie! I told you not to do that! Ugh, you never check with me about anything," Ellen complained loudly.

"But, dahling, listen to me, alright?" Angela said forcefully. "You need this, and your image needs this. People are starting to forget you're on Rampancy! I know ya don't like it, but I'm only doing what's best for you, okay? Just let me do my job, will you?"

Ellen mumbled a few frustrated obscenities under her breath, but knew there was nothing she could do but go along with it. "Alright, fine, but I won't enjoy it. What website is it?"

Angie waved her hands dismissively again. "Oh, just Google News. But you'll be on the trending page for the first week, guaranteed. It's in the contract."

"When is it? And where?"

"Next Thursday at 1:30. We'll go to the park and get set up on a bench or summthin'. Nice and simple, see? Absolutely nothing to worry about."

Ellen sighed, and showed her annoyance with a roll of the eyes. "Fine. But I won't enjoy it."

"Oh, you'd better. The fans will want to see a happy face, a heroic martyr playing through the pain, a determined young girl ready to do anything to get back in the game, something along those lines. Everything will be alright as long as you can - at the very least - act. And I know you can, so don't you dare let me down," she said, almost threateningly.

Ellen scowled at her shoes as Angela looked at her watch. Her agent stood up, very skilfully considering the height of her stilettos, and kissed Ellen on the top of the head like she used to when her now-client was a little girl. "I'm off to a meeting, but it was just great getting to talk to ya in person again. Good luck with the physical therapy and all, and I'll see ya Thursday." Ellen didn't respond. "Promise me?"

Ellen grumbled, "I'll see you Thursday. Will you pick me up?"

Angela was on her way out, but turned and winked. "Have I ever left you stranded?"

The heavy door slammed shut behind her, and Ellen found herself alone once again. She pursed her lips, crossed her arms, and sunk lower down in the uncomfortable plastic chair. Looking at her watch, she saw it was only one o'clock on a Wednesday, which explained why she was the only one there. Even the nurse usually behind the counter was on her lunch break. It was almost like a scene out of an old spy movie…

_The heroine was holding secrets, but no one was sure of their nature just yet. The men in suits and sunglasses would be behind the two-way mirror, scrutinizing her. The bold beauty held her head high, yet showed no emotion. How long could they hold her there? How long until she breaks? Or rather, how long until her organization sends in a rescue team, ready to climb through vents and cut walls at the need? The room is blank, bare, easy to clean after an interrogation. The heroine is well aware of its purpose, and her captors' intentions. She has heard legends of those who escape, and cautionary tales of those who don't. Suddenly, the door slams open, and two men in suits stand there, guns at their hips. They snarl, and say-_

"Your PT specialist will see you now." Ellen shook her head, startled.

"What?"

"Judy is waiting for you," the nurse said impatiently, pursing her lips.

"Oh. I-I'll be right there. You don't have to wait; I know which room." The nurse shrugged and disappeared back to wherever nurses go when they're not needed.  
>Ellen stood up, slightly disoriented, but chuckled a little at herself. You'd swear she had the same imagination now as she did when she was a little kid. Now in a marginally better mood, she pushed the door open with her butt and once again began walking through the hallway. The physical therapy room was farther away than the x-ray room. Ten doors down, take a left, then it's the fourth one on your right.<p>

_So, was the nurse my captor, coming to make my life even worse? Or my savior, coming to release me?_

She pondered this question until she reached her destination. It was just full of symbolism, which Ellen loved. Plus, she didn't have to think about what she was actually doing. That is, until she finally got to where she was going. 'RECOVERY ONE', the door in front of her read, and she frowned at it, already dreading what was to come.

Ellen hit the handicap button with her elbow, and the door slowly and mechanically swung open. She semi-hobbled in, and was greeted with, "You're late. _Again_."

"Well, sorry Judy, but I'm a little slower walking on crutches than I normally am, okay?" she replied, not at all sorry. "These things are giving me blisters," she complained. Judy Hearst, the surly, sixty-something, physical therapy specialist ignored Ellen per usual. She typed something into her data pad. Ellen figured she was probably checking Facebook. Maybe playing Angry Birds, version 100.2.

"You know what to do. Start on the bars," Judy waved her away. Ellen did as she was told and crutched over towards two parallel bars, similar to what you might see a gymnast use. She tossed her crutches down, silently revelling at the crash they made as they hit the floor. She stood in between the bars and grabbed one in each hand. Ellen hoisted herself up, putting her weight on her arms and wrists. Then she stepped forward with her left leg, and transferred her energy to that limb. At that point, the bars were just there for balance.

She was technically supposed to then transfer the weight over to her right leg, like she would do if it weren't broken. For right now, however, she only put a little bit of pressure on it. Ellen mostly used her hands to hold herself up. Then she moved her left leg in front again. On she walked, until she reached the end of the bars. At that point, she had to turn herself around and go back the other way. So, on it went, basically until Judy got bored.

Somewhere around the tenth repetition, Ellen decided that that nurse had been her captor. Her wrists were sore, her right leg throbbing with a dull pain and a sharper one on top of that, and her head was pounding with the beginnings of a nasty migraine.

Judy looked up as Ellen groaned, and grunted. "Get the walker. Go around the room and put as much weight as you can manage on the foot."

"So, none?" Ellen mumbled sarcastically under her breath. She reluctantly picked up the walker from next to the bars, and set it upright in front of her. It was a complete vision of elderly-ness, tennis balls on the legs and all. She sneered at it angrily and rolled her eyes, but began her first trek around the room's perimeter.

The most she could do for herself was let her mind become blissfully clear of all thought. She stared ahead mindlessly, only wishing for this to be done. Ellen lost track of the pain in her leg, and her throbbing headache became something similar to white noise.

"Well, look at you, little old lady! Need some help crossing the street?" Ellen was jarred back to reality by that almost annoyingly cheerful voice. She turned suddenly, a much needed grin splitting her face as she recognized her friend.

"That grey streak isn't making you look so young yourself, Alex!"

He laughed, and walked to her side with a bounce in his step, before running his hand through his hair and waving at her, ever-present smirk gracing his face. Alex leaned in close to her ear and stage whispered, "You know it's silver!" He twisted his neck to look in Judy's direction and called out, "Um, is this okay? I mean..." He gestured towards himself and Ellen, asking whether he was allowed to be there or not. He'd never visited during a PT session before. Judy looked up without concern and shrugged. "I'll take that as a yes, then."

He turned back to Ellen. She suddenly became aware of her old sweat pants, stained t-shirt, messy hair and her tennis shoes full of holes. She shrunk into herself a little, hoping he maybe wouldn't notice.

"So, how you been?" he gestured towards her splinted leg. "Any trouble with this?"

Ellen rolled her eyes. "Well, of course. It's been nothing but trouble. However, assuming you meant anything out of the ordinary, no. No real trouble."

"That's good, that's good. Everyone really misses having you around."

Ellen looked up at him through her lashes teasingly. "Oh really?"

He rolled his eyes at her and elbowed her arm slightly. "You know what I mean!" Ellen winced as his elbow pushed her too much and forced her to put too much weight on her leg. She had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. "Oh crap, you okay?"

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine. Your elbow just… caught me off guard. It's all good."

"You sure?"

"I said I'm fine!" she replied a little harshly.

"Okay, okay, I won't push it. So, what were you doing before I interrupted?"

"Hobbling around the room."

Alex gestured her forward in a sweeping bow. "Let's continue then, shall we?"

Ellen smirked boldly at his grin. "We shall."

Alex kept by her side as she shuffled around, keeping his pace even with hers. They made small talk at first, and Ellen could tell he - like most people - still wasn't very comfortable being in a hospital. It was nice that he had come to visit though.

"So, what's it like on the outside world? You know I only see my apartment and this place nowadays," Ellen said, interrupting his talk about a new taco place.

"What? Oh, you're not really missing much. Except that taco shop. Man, it's so good. I'll have to bring you some sometime."

"That'd be awesome. Though you knew what I meant. How's the team doing? … The others don't visit very often anymore."

Alex rubbed the back of his neck, contemplating his answer. "Well, everything's fine. The newbies are getting the hang of things. Kiara and Arika are helping them out. Coach is super busy with meetings and whatnot all the time. My agent said Rampancy's the hot topic team now, what with all the conflict stuff." Ellen watched him out of the corner of her eye until he looked up, then glanced back down at her feet.

"What about Jackson?"

"Nothing about Jackson."

"Soooo, he's just fallen into the shadows since I left, has he?"

"Close enough." It was clear Alex didn't want to say anything. "He's just being his jerky self, nothing else." Ellen looked at him suspiciously. "Ellie, I swear, I'd tell you if anything important happened. Trust me."

"Alright, fine." A scowl crossed her face momentarily, and they continued on without speaking for a while longer. The only sounds in the room were the walker scuffling across the linoleum and the squeaks of their sneakers.

The speckled linoleum was freshly waxed; it shone in the fluorescent lighting. The next time Ellen put her right foot down lightly, it slid out from under her on the slippery surface. Her left knee slammed down onto the floor as she nearly fell on her face, and she cried out loudly when her right hip was twisted behind her and forced pressure onto her leg.

"Shit!" Alex yelled as he dropped to his knee to help her up.

Judy was by their side in a flash and calmly told Alex not to touch her. "She needs to be able to get up by herself." Alex looked indignant, and Ellen snorted from her position on the ground. By this point her left knee had also slipped and her nose was brushing the floor, as though she was about to do a push-up.

"Oh, I'm sure you'd love to see that, wouldn't you, Judy? Just stand there and watch me struggle," Ellen spoke up angrily. Judy didn't reply, and neither did Alex. Ellen tried to move herself into a sitting position, but even that was too much for her leg. She bit her lip to keep another painful outburst hidden. She felt the heat rise to her face and a solitary tear slide down her face. Ellen looked down, embarrassed. She glared at the floor, as though it had personally done her an injustice. In a way, it had.

With a new, angry determination, Ellen slid her left knee up in front of her again. The movement put an agonizing amount of pressure on her back leg. Despite the pain, she reached up to grab the walker. It slipped too, until Ellen saw Alex's hand reach out to steady it. She gave him a meek nod as she brought her other hand to grip the cold metal. She rotated her right leg at the hip, and brought her injured limb to hover a few inches above the ground. It was absolutely horrid to feel the pain of a useless limb.

Depending solely on the strength of her left leg, Ellen pushed herself up as far as she could. Then Alex nudged the walker closer to her body. Ellen slowly stood upright. Alex stood next to her and he gripped her upper arm, as though to keep her from falling again. They both looked over at Judy's cold, emotionless face. Ellen swallowed once, clearing the lump from her throat.

"I think I'm done for the day. Alex? Could you please bring me my crutches?" Alex did so, and Ellen positioned them under her arms as she kicked the ugly old walker with her good foot. With one last look at the physical therapy specialist the two walked out of the room, Alex holding open the door.

After walking in silence for an unbearably long moment, Alex finally spoke up. "Hey. You okay?"

Ellen's voice cracked. "Yes. Yeah, I'm fine."

"No, you're not."

Ellen saw his fingers twitch, as though he was going to reach for her hand. For whatever reason, that movement brought a a fresh wave of sting to her eyes. Blinking rapidly, Ellen stared straight ahead. She watched as the door at the end of the hallway slowly grew bigger with each step, like the light at the end of the tunnel. Each and every physical therapy session, she had fallen. It always ended like that. Today though, today she gave it a new ending. Today, Ellen had gotten up and walked away.

The pair had reached the door that led back to the waiting room. Alex held this one open for her too. Ellen stopped in the middle of the doorway, and turned to look at him. She kissed him lightly on the cheek.

"You're right. I'm not okay. But I will be."


	43. Chapter 42: Blast from the Past

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the next update in Grifball: Running Rampant, featuring one of Rampancy's two Tanks, Arika Myles, and written by the inspiring TunelessLyric! I know updates have been a bit slow this week, mainly due to the fact that I've been working as a Superintendent for the Leaving Certificate examinations – exams you do in Ireland to determined what college you get into, basically. It's been cutting into my time, but things are for the most part under control, there just might be a few small delays as some chapter are not yet in here and there. But this one is, and I know you'll all love it! A bit short, but great all the same!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Two – Blast from the Past<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric**

* * *

><p>"<em>In a victory speech, I like to thank the opposition, because without their help, I couldn't have won."<em> ― Jarod Kintz, _99 Cents For Some Nonsense_

* * *

><p>Arika bounced a little on the balls of her feet. The nerves were certainly not caused by worry over the outcome of the game, but rather by the team Rampancy was facing off against. She looked over the familiar faces of the Fusion players as Rampancy lined up in their starting positions. Fusion – her old team. Fusion – her old home.<p>

Beside the Tank, Jackson and Jason settled into place, with Sophie just ahead of them. Putting Sophie in had been a sore spot for the captain and Jackson hadn't been shy about that fact. Despite his best behaviour towards the women, Arika could tell he was upset that there weren't any veterans on the field aside from him. _Or testosterone._

**"Okay, Rampancy,"** the Hybrid began, addressing them through their helmet's radio. **"Don't forget we're playing an actual game here. I don't care how green this team is, do your absolute best. Even if they **_**are**_** newbies."**

Arika was jerked from her thoughts. It was strange to be facing the guys on the other side of the floor instead of behind them. She wanted to tighten her fists and quickly loosen them to let off some tension, but her locked armour wouldn't allow that. She hadn't even seen her amateur team since being told of her promotion to the IGL with Rampancy. No one had contacted her to even tell her about moving up to the pro league themselves. Arika felt a small sting of betrayal over that, although, a small part of her murmured, that probably just mirrored the betrayal they felt at her departure.

The countdown beeped in her ear, reminding her that this was a game, not an ice cream social. The Tank went over the plan in her head one final time in those last precious moments of stillness. She took a long, steady breath and tensed her muscles, already preparing to run.

The timer gave one final beep and the lockup released the players. Our of her peripheral vision, Arika saw Fusion set up to launch their Runner, Mike. She didn't recognize the Tank getting ready behind Mike, though. That must have been her replacement.

_Figures._

True to form, just as Arika had told the others in the run-up to the game, Fusion scrambled for a good position and still weren't quite able to pull off a decent spawn bonk. Just as she predicted, Sophie had more than enough time to arc through the air and snatch up the ball. The Runner took off, Arika and the men quickly following.

With a collision rough enough to rattle the Tank's teeth, a red-clad body crashed into her shoulder. Arika shook her head to clear away the disorientation and backpedalled. She brought her hammer up and around to shove the Fusion player into the wall. Before he could retaliate, she aimed a follow-up blow at the ground between them.

Jackson's voice was in her ear, spouting off orders that Arika paid little attention to. If it was important, she'd see it herself.

Her opponent disappeared, respawning. The Tank looked around, seeing Jason and her captain locked in combat, holding off two more Fusion members. Mike was trailing Sophie by a margin and Arika knew he wasn't going to catch the Rampancy Runner. She sprinted over to the far side of the field anyway to keep an eye out for the other Tank. He materialized near the score plate and charged after Sophie. Arika watched her skid beneath his sword and plant the ball.

The resultant explosion rocked the stadium and the crowd roared with approval in Rampancy's cheering section. Before Arika had much chance to drink it in the sharp, stinging-all-over sensation of respawning took hold over her. Before she could so much as blink, the arena dissolved and her perspective changed as the system dragged the Tank across to her starting position again.

**"Let's do that again, guys,"** Jackson barked the moment solid ground hit Arika's boots again.

"Right," they chorused back, ecstatic to have taken such an early lead.

Feeling a flutter of nerves now that they were ahead, Arika swallowed and prepared herself to run again. Fusion were clearly the same team that she had left those couple of months back – in the pros now, sure, but nowhere near in Rampancy's league. There _was _a reason, after all, why Arika had made the transfer, and the money was only an added bonus.

As soon as the final beep sounded and her armour was unlocked, the Tank leaped forward. She helped to launch Sophie again before rushing off to the centre line. There she was met with Fusion's Defender and Hybrid. Gritting her teeth, Arika swung her sword around at the nearest red form. He dodged backward as the other guy set up an attack of his own. She sidestepped the falling hammer and brought her sword back around to his chest.

With a satisfying grunt, the Defender's armour gave under the force of her blow. Grinning, Arika turned her attention to the Hybrid.

Before she could do anything, the glowing points of another energy sword burst from his shoulder. The pained cry was cut off as the Fusion player's respawn was triggered. Arika found herself looking at Jackson. The captain nodded to her and charged off to intercept the Runner who was trailing behind Sophie.

Arika spun around and headed in the direction of Jason. The Defender was busy with the Hybrid – now back in the game – and had his back to the rest of the field. She hadn't gotten far before the stadium once again echoed with the sound of the ball announcing another score.

**"Arika, you're taking a break. Come on up,"** Coach's voice sounded in her helmet.

Dipping her head, the Rampancy Tank started jogging out of the arena.

By the time she walked into the observation area, the second lineup was already tearing Fusion's defence apart once more. The score quickly climbed to 3-0 for Rampancy. Kiara and Jamie offered Alex a quick fist bump before the stadium reset. Since the game was going fine, Coach planned to keep the others on for the rest of the match.

Arika took a seat next to Sophie, grinning. "Nice plays."

The Runner dipped her head in acceptance, smiling slightly. "Thanks. You didn't do too badly yourself."

Leaning forward, Arika watched her teammates continue to run circles over her old team. A strange feeling rose in her chest. On one hand, she was guiltily hoping for Fusion to score at least once. Those guys had been her family for so long and her old habits die hard. They really were a great team, for the amateurs, at least. She just hoped that they'd do enough to remain in the pros by the end of the season. At the same time, she knew a shutout was what Rampancy needed right now. It would be a huge ego boost after their… _turbulent_ past games.

She got to her feet and cheered when Alex planted the ball again. Elation surges through her as the score shown in the corner of the view-screen flicked to four-nothing.

Jason trotted back onto the floor, gesturing to Jackson to come off. The captain hurried off, his shoulders tense. Despite having not blown up in anyone's face for quite some time, Arika doubted it was easy – or healthy – to hold in frustration like that.

Alex nodded at the exchange and fell back into the position Jackson had been holding, ready to call orders, taking on the captain's role with apparent gusto.

In the final round, the Fusion Runner managed to reach the ball first. He actually got a few steps before Jamie planted herself in his way. In a short moment, the Defender dashed Fusion's hopes of a goal in the whole game. Alex took advantage of the other team's surprise without hesitation.

Arika grinned and hugged Sophie as the score ticked forward to five-zero. "Damn," she said, as her grin spread even wider, chuckling as Alex pumped his fist into the air, rousing the crowd into a stadium-shaking chant of "RAM-PAN-CY! RAM-PAN-CY! RAM-PAN-CY!"

Sophie just shook her head, her grin matching the Tank's, and beside them, Jackson gave a small chuckle, shaking his head in amusement. He glanced over at Arika, smiling, and she raised her eyebrow at the captain, surprised at his uncharacteristic good humour.

He froze for a second, apparently realising his misstep, and then shrugged. "Not a bad day, at all," he murmured gruffly, and stood up, walking over to talk to Couch and Jason, who were in deep discussion on the far side of the room, probably discussing Jason's performance in the game. He hadn't done too badly at all, in Arika's opinion. He was really coming along as part of the team, and that was exactly what they needed from him. Perhaps he'd be able to challenge for a regular starting place, in a season or two

Arika herself felt stunned, and she could see from Sophie's face that the Runner felt exactly the same way. Was that a _compliment_ from Mr Jackson Rothe? If not, it was the closest he's ever come to one, and that in itself was cause for notice. _Perhaps he's starting to see the error of his ways_, she thought briefly, and then mentally reprimanded herself. _And maybe pigs will fly. Leopards don't change their spots._

So much for Fusion, in the end, she reflected, putting Rampancy's captain out of her mind. But a great win for Rampancy, and it was exactly what they needed.

_Bring on the next game._


	44. Chapter 43: Put You Back In Your Place

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for the latest update in Grifball: Running Rampant, this time written by the sensational Lili-Hunter, and you know what that means! It's a Jackson chapter! And god, is it a good one, really setting the scene for the remainder of story we have to tell! Also, a big shout-out to our very own Jerem6401, the writer of Pennsylvania and Maine in our Freelancer fic, who's spent the last few days working in Achievement Hunter, building some Minecraft Let's Plays, and appeared in the last AHWU! As you can imagine, we're all very proud/jealous of him!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Three –Put You Back In Your Place<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"Unhealthy families discourage individual expression. Everyone must conform to the thoughts and actions of the toxic parents."<em> – Susan Forward

* * *

><p>Jackson lifted his hand, giving a small wave to the crowd as he re-entered the Grifball court. Rampancy had taken a brief break after their warm-up to get changed into their armour, but the crowd's enthusiasm had in no way abated during their absence.<p>

Today was Rampancy's open training session, which meant that anyone and everyone were welcome to sit in the stands and watch the team train. In the recent weeks, their fan-base had exploded – presumably; it had something to do with the recent female additions. Though, Jackson wasn't stupid – it was more than likely that somewhere in the crowd were members of several other Grifball teams, hidden under casual clothes to keep from being recognized while they spied on Rampancy. Hell, he and Will had done the same to Team Siren right before their match, Jackson remembered, ignoring the dark burn of betrayal that spread under his skin when he thought of his former teammate.

The captain lifted his gaze, sweeping through the crowd. Most were wearing blue in some form or another, sporting t-shirts or hats or those giant foam hands that never failed to look absolutely ridiculous. Ellen moved through the crowd, limping slightly – her leg was mostly healed, but still not strong enough for her to train with the rest of the team. The Defender was signing autographs, beaming as she spoke with a few of the fans. They seemed awed by her presence; even in the girls' short time in the professional leagues, they'd already become larger-than-life figures.

Jackson smirked slightly underneath his helmet. When he'd first joined the professional leagues, he'd experienced much of the same thing. From looking up to – both literally and figuratively – the renowned, expertly skilled players, becoming one of them had been one hell of a shock. He'd been thrust into the professional spotlight almost overnight – but he'd be lying if he said that he hadn't enjoyed every single second of it.

Jackson had grown up in the shadows of his family: firstly, his father, a renowned ex-Grifball player and a ruthless business-man to boot; his older brother, William, who'd upheld a continually amazing performance for the many years that he'd played in the professional league, bouncing around the teams much as Alex had done; hell, Jackson's whole_ family_ was full of male ex-Grifball players. Most had made it to the professional leagues – some even had their names carved in the Intergalactic Grifball Hall of Fame.

His surname, _'Rothe'_, was a hell of a trump card – but sometimes, an even heavier burden. It carried a lot of weight, and was partly the reason why he'd been the first of his peers to be recruited into the big leagues. Jackson had had a lot to prove, but in that moment – when he'd finally become a professional Grifball player in his own right – he'd felt that sense of self-surety, confidence, and pride burst through him until it felt like he could've exploded from the intensity of his accomplishments. That 'professional spotlight' had just been more reassurance of his own worthiness – and so, hell yeah, he'd loved it.

But Ellen – and some of the other girls too, he realized – still acted as though it hadn't quite sunken in yet. But that was okay.

They had more than enough time to get used to it.

* * *

><p>Almost immediately, Coach Anderson decided to pit the teammates against each other in rounds of Weapon Training… as usual. Jackson wasn't really surprised, though: as gruelling as it was for them, it looked pretty damn impressive from the outside – and <em>'impressed'<em> was exactly how Rampancy wanted its fans, and competitors, to feel.

The captain was to fight Alex, at first. Their blades clashed in a shower of sparks for several minutes, before the Rampancy Runner managed to impale his captain straight through the chest. His chest was burning, aflame in the intense heat that crawled up his insides – but then, Alex was gone, and Jackson had respawned at the other end of the hall. He took a brief moment to collect himself – he _hated_ dying by energy sword.

The next two fights continued in much the same fashion. No matter how hard Jackson tried, Alex still had the superior reflexes and, well, just the skill to kick his ass. The Runner landed two more killing blows before it was Jackson's turn – and the captain revelled in the shout of pained surprise before Alex respawned.

An appropriately smug taunt was ready on his lips when his friend returned, but Coach blew his whistle and told them to switch partners. Jackson rolled his eyes, but it was just habit – and he was surprised at the lack of his usual irritation.

Huh. Surprisingly, unlike so many times before, it seemed that the effort into repairing his and Alex's friendship had not gone to waste. Despite all his talk, Jackson really had expected to just automatically reform to his previous behaviour – he'd never held high hopes for himself in that regard – but this time, it seemed like it had stuck. Hell, Coach had even told him that he'd been 'mellow' recently – whatever the hell that meant.

Jackson flicked his wrist, sending his blade slashing towards his new partner. Kiara jumped out of the way, responding with a lightning-fast jab to his ribs that he only barely avoided.

Long gone was the time when Jackson could disarm and kill her in the space of two moves. Remembering when he'd first fought against her, and mentally comparing it to how she was now… well, the improvement was more than staggering. Hell, she was almost a match for him.

His first blow landed a minute later, catching her briefly in the shoulder. Kiara gasped and flinched, but slashed towards his outstretched arm. Jackson yanked it back in a hurry, and they fought on.

He managed to kill her only a couple times before Kiara, somehow, twisted under his guard and beneath all his defences – and stabbed him through the chest with surprising savagery. Jackson managed only a choked grunt of surprise before the world blacked out around him.

By the time he jogged back from the respawning area – conscious of the audience's gaze on him, and wondering what they were thinking – Kiara was waiting for him, obviously pleased. For once, Jackson let himself laugh at the smug twist to her lips. "That was good," he told her, watching as the Tank's eyes lit up from the praise. But then he smirked, twirling his sword in a short spin before letting it settle, eager but steady, in the firm grasp of his palm. "Now let's see you do it again."

Kiara laughed once, before accepting the challenge with a good-natured gleam in her eye. They settled back into the rhythm of the fight, and – to Jackson's not-quite-surprise – she _did_ manage to do it again.

And again.

And again.

* * *

><p>When the team returned from their short, five-minute break – all of them with sopping wet hair, because every professional Grifball player knew that the easiest way to cool down was to dump one's water bottle over one's own head. Jackson had earned two quick jabs to his ribs after snickering at the way Kiara and Sophie's hair had immediately started to frizz as it dried, but it had been worth it despite their embarrassed mock-anger.<p>

As Rampancy made their way back to the field in one huge clump, Jackson felt obligated to take a moment to appreciate the way that his team had finally come together. Sure, their first few weeks /had/ been rocky – but if that was the price to pay for their current state of unity, then Jackson couldn't really bring himself to regret it.

In fact, they'd only really come together recently, in the past week or so. Jackson had stopped being so hard on the rest of the team, even though he hadn't let up on himself – and in return, they'd slowly started to become the kind of team that he could be proud of. Mutually, they now respected each other – and the effects of that had started to appear both on and off the court. Their stats were improving every day, and Jackson couldn't wait until their next game – the time when, finally, Rampancy would prove itself as a whole.

Coach quickly ordered a match between the team, dividing them up quickly. Alex, Jason, Ellen and Jamie took up one end of the court, while he, Arika, Sophie, and Kiara started at the other.

He smirked to himself, a little, as he took a position on the line next to Arika. Coach Anderson had been testing him, subtly, for the past week. Just little things, here and there – teaming him up with the girls, separating him from the guys, and just generally trying to force him out of his comfort zone. It wasn't so bad, though: so far, Jackson had passed with flying colours. Well, he thought so. Jackson had slipped up a few times – resorting to his old attitude, his old mindset – but it hadn't lasted long each time. And it had been a couple of days since his last metaphorical slap on the wrist, so he was reasonably confident in himself for the day. Jackson didn't really expect today to go any different.

Which, to the team's unanimous and unspoken relief, it didn't.

The game was out of five, as usual. Alex's team managed to land the first score, sweeping past their defences in a manner of minutes, but his own team retaliated by landing the next two points. The girls shot him hesitant, but proud, smiles as they passed each other. Jackson responded with a small grin.

This was going better than he could have ever hoped. Sure, the girls still had a small way to go, and they occasionally fumbled where he or Alex wouldn't have – but they were improving steadily. Jackson was sure that with a little more time, with their new team atmosphere, they'd be dominating the Grifball field in no time.

Unfortunately, even though Jackson's team landed the next two goals, it was Alex, Jason, Ellen, and Jamie that landed the final score. The captain swallowed his disappointment, deliberately choosing to ignore the audience as they applauded, yelled support, and generally made nuisances of themselves.

Yeah, okay: just because he'd made a bunch of progress with the rest of the team – or at least, that's what Coach had told him – didn't exactly mean that he'd made a complete personality one-eighty. His competitive streak still ran through him, hard, and it wasn't going away any time soon. As Coach drew them over, saying a few words and dismissing them, he could only lend half an ear to his speech. He was too busy fighting the automatic reflex to blame the girls for his loss; which only made him frustrated, struggling internally with himself.

He managed to tune in for Coach's final few words. "Great job today, everyone. I'll expect you all to continue displaying such hard work and determination in every training session from now on, but for now, you can all go home. But before you leave, make sure to do a few rounds of the crowd," Coach added – as though any of them needed reminding. Interacting with the fans was one of the best parts of their jobs, even though at times the constant screaming could get tedious.

Jackson nodded, and slowly, the team filtered into their locker rooms to have showers and get changed into their normal clothing. He followed Alex and Jason, the pair talking with their hands about the match, and tried to convince himself that he'd been wrong.

* * *

><p>Jackson let the locker room door swing shut behind him as he stepped into the hallway, absentmindedly shoving a sharpie in his pocket as he stared down at his phone. He'd need the pen later, for signing autographs, but for now the bright screen held his attention. The captain skimmed through the notices; emails from his agent, a few messages from his family, and a couple texts from some other Grifball buddies, asking if he wanted to join them for a round of drinks at Club Errera.<p>

Jackson paused, considering. It wasn't really smart to get drunk the night before training, but if he kept it to a few light ones, Coach probably wouldn't notice…

A deep, authoritative voice interrupted his thoughts, accompanied by the quick sounds of someone striding towards him. "Jackson!"

He'd know that voice anywhere. The captain grinned, spinning on his heel. His bag bumped against his back as he laid eyes on the man, whose dark brown hair – so similar to his own – was beginning to turn grey at the temples. "Dad?"

A moment later, the reality of the situation caught up with him. Jackson's father was at the Rampancy stadium? He hadn't shown up here in /months/, and certainly not for anything pleasant. Anxiety suddenly had his heart in a tight grip, and he straightened, throwing his shoulders back as he stood tall. "What's wrong?" he asked quickly. "Is it Mom? Shit, William's okay, isn't he-?" Jackson broke off, unable to handle the thought of anything worse happening to his older brother. William had only just come out of a months-long stay in the hospital, after a Grifball accident on the field had left him paralyzed from the waist down – and forced him into retirement. If he had been injured again…

But Peter Rothe didn't slow down, bearing down on his second oldest son like a freight train. Jackson found himself taking a few steps back, raising his hands slightly as he backpedalled. Words dropped from his mouth, each laden with more stress and worry than he cared to admit. "What are you doing? Jesus, Dad, calm down, tell me what's-"

But his father didn't stop, and a second later Jackson found himself being shoved backwards from two hands on his chest. Peter was almost shaking with fury. "Jackson," his old man growled. "What the _hell was that?_"

He shoved back – violence came naturally to the Rothe family, and it surfaced all too easily – forcing his dad to take a few steps back. The captain scowled, straightening to his full height as he stared down at his dad. "What are you talking about?" he growled.

His father's eyes narrowed. "I'm _talking_ about what I just saw on that damn field! Your _team_, Jackson!"

Anger surged within the Hybrid, building within his chest. His team? "What about them?" he asked, defensive – despite the fact that he already had a good idea of what his father would say. Inside his chest, his heart was sinking despite the bravado. He should have known that this was coming…

Peter didn't disappoint. "There are _women_ on your team, son," he snapped, "and I want to know why."

"You heard the announcement a few weeks ago as well as I did," he snapped back. "You know that Rampancy had to take a few girls on! It _wasn't my choice!_"

"The hell it wasn't!" his father snarled. "Don't play dumb with me, boy – there are more than three women on that team, and you know it."

He began to protest, "We got some new players, but it's not like that-"

"Don't _lie_ to _me_, boy." His father's words cracked like a whip, and Jackson flinched. "You're outnumbered by those girls, almost two-to-one. It's _exactly_ like that. And I want to know why you – _you_, Jackson, because all of this is on your shoulders – decided to let down not only me, but your own goddamn team, down like that."

"Let them down?" Jackson repeated, more indignant now than angry. "I gave them a _chance_, Dad-"

"A chance to ruin your team's chances at the title!" his father interrupted viciously. "Jackson, this was going to be Rampancy's year! You came so close last year…"

"And we'll get there again," Jackson insisted. "Trust me – the girls are better than they seem. Hell, they could almost give me a run for my money." It was the wrong thing to say. Peter Rothe's eyes latched onto his, flashing in his unrestrained fury.

"Who the hell _are_ you, Jackson, and what have you done with my son?" The words were more than disgusted – they were ashamed, too, and sickened, wrapped up in disbelief. Peter stared at him for a long moment, his gaze hard. When he spoke again, his voice shook with rage. "The son that I know would _never_ have been merely a 'match' for a bunch of damn _women_. You should be kicking their asses, Jackson, not matching them blow-for-blow!"

The words hurt more than they should have. "Trust me," he insisted. "I thought they wouldn't be good enough either, but they're improving every day-"

He broke off at the sight over his father's left shoulder. Alex had rounded the corner, obviously looking for Jackson. But at the sight of his best friend's father, he'd fallen short. Now, he just stood still, frozen as the scene played out before him. His dad was saying something, but Jackson wasn't listening – he was too busy watching as a whole range of emotions flickered across Alex's face, each one there and gone too fast for him to label it. But one, at least, Jackson recognized.

Dread.

Their gazes connected for a brief moment, before Jackson was launched violently back into his conversation. The side of his head stung, where his father had just cuffed him roughly around the ear.

"Jackson!" he snapped. "Are you even _listening_ to me?"

"Of course," he covered quickly. "But, dad, seriously – you clearly haven't seen them play the way that I have. You haven't seen their progress! A few more weeks" – he pulled the estimation out of the air, not knowing whether or not it was actually true – "and they'll be more than good enough. Alex and Coach think so too."

He had more, a _lot_ more, to say but Jackson broke off at the sight of his father's face. With each word that had come spilling from his mouth, Peter's expression had only grown darker, more disgusted. "I don't know what they're telling you, Jackson," he growled, "but they're lying. Those women will _never _be good enough. And if you truly believe that…" He trailed off, seeming to chew the words in his mouth before he spat them out like poison. "…then you're a worse captain than I ever thought."

He tried to protest – Jackson really did. But his words were suddenly caught in his throat, tied behind his tongue. All he could manage was a small noise of hurt disbelief; a plead to take the words back. He was good enough; he was a good captain; he was a good player; he was-

"_Pathetic_," his father hissed. "You're letting your team push you around, Jackson. You're their goddamn _captain_, son; so act like it! You put your damn foot down, and you kick those girls off the team – you hear me?"

His father was waiting for an answer. Jackson took a shallow, shuddering breath. He couldn't think, couldn't string his thoughts together. Peter Rothe's words were rattling around in his skull, reinforcing every single doubt he'd ever had.

_Ruin Rampancy's chance… Women will never be good enough… A worse captain than I ever thought… Letting your team push you around!_

But his father couldn't leave him alone. With six, final words, everything was decided.

"William," he began, a slow and deliberate accusation, "wouldn't have let this happen."

Of course. Jackson's older brother, his earliest role model – a good man, both on and off the field, until a Grifball accident had left him partially paralyzed and mostly unconscious from the prescribed pain-killers. William had been a legendary captain, leading his all-male team to victory again and again. He'd been respected by everyone, and a practically invaluable player – no one, not even his _Coach_, would dared to have place him on the sidelines, or tell him to shut up and get over himself.

And William _definitely_ would never have allowed his team push him into accepting women on the Grifball field.

Jackson breathed slowly through his nose, closing his eyes briefly. The disappointment that had been lying thickly in his chest disappeared – slipped away into nothingness. He felt the weight of responsibility settle around his shoulders once more; felt the mess of conflicting thoughts unravel and straighten out.

All his doubts about the women; all his anger about their continued indifference to his captaincy; all his fury over Alex, Will, and Coach Anderson trying to change the team, change _him_ – had all just been validated and confirmed. And his father was right: why _should_ he stand by and let them get away with it?

He was their _captain_, damn it, and Rampancy was _his _team. And Jackson thought it was high time that he reminded them about it.

When he opened his eyes, Peter was watching him. Jackson nodded slowly. "Of course," he agreed. "I'm sorry – you're right." The Rampancy captain drew himself to his full height, sticking his chin out arrogantly. For the first time in a long time, he felt in control. It was a good feeling.

He met his father's eye, and smirked slightly. "I'll see what I can do," he growled, determination wrapped firmly around every word. "Rampancy doesn't need women, and I'll see to it that they're not here for much longer."

Peter nodded, a satisfied gleam in his eye. He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a beep from his cell phone. Both men glanced down, and he fished it out of his pocket.

"It's your mother," he said, and stepped back. "I have to take this."

It was as close to a goodbye as he would get. But as his father walked down the lonely stretch of hallway, he turned to say his final words. "I'll be watching, Jackson."

The captain nodded, and his father turned back around. For a second, Peter was startled, obviously having not noticed the Rampancy Runner observing them. "Alex!" he greeted. They'd met before.

"Long time no see, Mr. Rothe," he replied easily. "How's the Mrs.?"

"Fine," Peter replied. He pointed to the cell phone in his hand and stepped around the Runner. "If you'll excuse me."

His father walked away, and Jackson found Alex's gaze switching to him. The Runner raised an eyebrow. "What was that all about?" he questioned, even though he had probably heard. Jackson couldn't find it within himself to be angry though, or even indignant.

However, he did find himself wishing that his father were still beside him. Jackson wasn't stupid – he knew that he was headed for a whole lot of trouble, especially now that he planned to re-start his 'no women on Rampancy' campaign. It would have been comforting to have a pillar of support by his side.

"Don't worry about it," Jackson replied coldly, and Alex didn't answer. For a long moment, they simply watched each other – the latter probably trying to communicate silently.

But Jackson turned away with a mumbled, "I'll see you later". His father had given him more than enough to think about, and the captain needed to think of ways to get Coach Anderson back on his side.

Jackson didn't even care that the fans would notice his absence – he just wanted to get away for a while.

The thought sparked an idea, and Jackson slipped his phone out of his pocket. The messages were still bright on his screen, and he quickly tapped out a reply.

He no longer cared if Coach noticed his hangover tomorrow. Damn it, but Jackson just needed a drink.


	45. Chapter 44: Or Both

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for a slightly delayed update in Grifball: Running Rampant. Had a very busy weekend, between a Postmodern Jukebox concert, a friend's 21****st**** and work, so had very little time to work on editing and uploading chapters, but have finally gotten back to it today! You can expect to see a few more updates over the next twenty-four hours, so keep your eyes peeled! This chapter features the journalist Desmond Danhar facing a tough decision, and I hope you all get a kick out of it.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Four – Or Both<strong>

**Desmond Danhar**

**Written by Baldore**

* * *

><p>"<em>We all make choices, but in the end our choices make us." <em>― Ken Levine

* * *

><p>"C'mon, Desmond, it's one night," Nick Nettles said, pelting the other reporter with wads of paper with each word. "It won't kill you!"<p>

"No, for last time. I told you I can't." Desmond brushed the paper wads off his jacket and out of his brown mop of hair onto the floor, where they began to form a mini-Mount Olympus. _Someone's going to have to clean that up_, he mused, looking down at them, _and it sure as heck ain't gonna be me._

"And why not?" Desmond's friend asked, his voice hurt. The two reporters hadn't known each other that well until a few weeks back, when they had both been caught pranking one of the more senior reporters and both got chewed out by Bossman. Nick joked that they were 'bonded by trauma', and was currently trying to convince Desmond to go clubbing with him. _Again_.

"You never come out with us! What's the excuse this time? Even your _brother's_ comin'."

"I've already said that I've got this article due..." Desmond consulted his watch as he took another bite from the candy bar he'd pilfered from the break room. "Yesterday. And I thought Jacob had a game tomorrow. He shouldn't be clubbing."

"He does," Nick chucked a rather large paper was off Desmond's head and into the trash can. "Oh, yeah! Bonus points! But yeah, Jacob says, and I quote, 'I can go clubbing if I want. If Coach doesn't like it than he can shove it-'"

Where Jacob Danhar said that his Coach could shove it was never revealed, because Sam chose that moment to enter the conversation. And of course, being Sam, she entered by slapping Nick on the back of his head and stealing Desmond's spare chocolate bar. "What's goin' on, Dez? Nick?"

"Nicky's trying to get me to come clubbing," Desmond replied through gritted teeth, already knowing which side of the debate Sam would fall on.

"You're not coming?" Sam asked, her blue eyes widening in mock surprise. "C'mon! You _never_ come out with. You're always busy…or so you claim!"

"That's what I said!" Nick exclaimed, backing her up.

"I'm sorry Sam, but I'm can't. I've still got this article to finish and then-" Desmond's laptop was promptly torn away from his grasp by Sam.

"This the article you're doin' on Weisman?" Sam asked, biting off a chunk off her stolen candy. Desmond nodded in confirmation, then fidgeted as Sam smiled and scrolled through it. After clicking a button she spun the computer back to her partner, revealing an **'Article sent; Recipient Bossman'** notice flashing up on the screen. "Well, now you're free tonight. I just sent it off for ya!"

Both reporters stared at the photographer in shock. Dead silence filled the cubicle, broken only by the sound of Bossman yelling at one of the secretaries, two cubicles down, until Nick started laughing. "You just-just-oh, god!"

Nick doubled up, laughing so hard that he was having trouble breathing.

Desmond, on the other hand, was not amused. But unfortunately for him, he seemed to have lost his ability form a coherent sentence. He finally settled on simply gaping at his laughing partner, the accusation of betrayal and outrage in his eyes.

"Dez, ya need to lighten up. I skimmed through the thing and you were done, you don't need to nitpick." She smiled at his reaction. "And really? Plasma lost five to three? That's kind of disappointing, even against Maverick. Jeez."

"I hadn't finished editing yet!" Desmond finally managed to get out, his face red from his feelings of impotent rage. "And you sent it off!"

"And that's why we have an editor," she pointed out, at which Nick fell back into his laughing fit once more.

"I swear, if Bossman says something to me about this, then you're a dead woman," he groaned, flipping back into his chair. "Though I'll probably have to come back from the dead to do it, knowing my luck."

"Ah, Dez, we both know that you can't stay mad at me," Sam said with a sarcastically sweet smile. "So, this means that you're free tonight now. You should be thanking me."

"I should be strangling you," Desmond corrected, sinking lower into his chair, hands now placed over his eyes in despair.

"Well, what's done is done," Nick stated, still slightly short for breath from his laughing fits. "So, are you coming out tonight or are you gonna spend the night home alone, moping?"

"Fine, fine." The brown haired reporter finally gave in, as he surveyed his desk gloomily, with the air of a man facing his firing squad. "Under two conditions."

"Hmmm?" Sam attempted some semblance of an inquiry as she finished her twice stolen chocolate.

"The first is that the two of you stop bugging me about it. And second, Nick picks up the Tower of Idiots that he's been making."

"I take offense to that remark," the creator of the tower retorted, still throwing his paper, continuing to make said tower larger.

"Deal," Sam agreed. "Though I'm not helping you pick that up, Nick."

"Shafted," he grumbled, before the trio's boss walked into the office, and then all froze in place simultaneously.

"You three. My office. Now!" the woman ordered. She looked angry, but, then again, she always did. Along with the fact that everyone working for her continued to call her 'Bossman' despite her gender, and that she'd threatened to fire whoever did so, which did little to deter it, perhaps this wasn't all that surprising. Since the entire office did it, everybody had known it was a hollow threat. They were journalists, after all. They knew a bluff when they saw one.

"And Danhar, I told you to keep you cubicle clean. Pick that crap up."

By the time Desmond had begun to explain that it was Nick's fault, she was already in her office. The Bossman was probably the biggest pain in his butt that he had to put up with. Well, you know, after Sam, or Jacob on a bad day.

As Sam, Nick and Desmond all carried out their own signs of unhappiness (an under-the-breath swear, a sarcastic bow and a sigh, respectively) and followed their boss into her office, where she gestured for them to take a seat, pointing to the three in front of her desk impatiently. As soon as they settled she began in her normal tone of voice: goddamn furious.

"Have any of you three read the latest What's What issue?"

"Yeah, Bossman, because we make a habit of reading our competitors' magazines," Sam remarked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Not to mention that calling their photography shabby and poorly done would be nice way to put it. Of _course_ we haven't."

"Besides, it's all just a bunch of paparazzi crap," Desmond added, snorting in derision. "A collection of lies and hype that they spin together, in the hopes of selling a few more copies."

"Well, actually…" Nick started, shuffling rather awkwardly in his place, looking down at his shoes, stopping in his tracks when Desmond and Sam glared daggers at him. If looks could kill then Bossman would have had to find herself a new reporter. "I mean, absolutely not. No, what would make you think that?"

"Can it, Nettles. You're babbling again," Bossman snapped, tossing the issue in question on the table. "Well, here it is. Sold out in most booths!"

The title of **'Grifball Scandal!'** (surprisingly without a picture of a smiling Alex Cross beneath it) commanded the cover, in large bold orange letters. The rest of the page was covered by a blown up and rather grainy shot of two of Rampancy's players mid-kiss, with some of the normal media garbage like **"Sophie Rush and Ellen Thompson: What They're Not Telling Us". **The entire setup made Desmond snort in disgust. They just couldn't leave people's personnel lives alone, could they?

"And why are you showing us this trash?" Desmond inquired, scanning the article. Other than the photograph of Rush and Thompson, which could easily have been faked or doctored, given the quality, its sources seemed sketchy at best. At one point it even claimed that Ellen was carrying Alex's child. What other steaming piles of bullcrap had they whipped up?

"Because you're going to be writing an article on the same topic," came Bossman's curt reply. "Winters, you'll be in charge of getting more photos for the article. And Nettles, you'll be covering the Sunspot game in Desmond's place."

Desmond stared incredulously. "But this is crap! It's an intrusion into people's lives, not real journalism! And it's my brother's game you're taking away!"

His boss just waved her hand dismissively, unconcerned by his protestations. "Deal with it, Danhar. This is what the people want, regardless of how you feel about it. Sex sells, as they say in the industry, and for the time being grainy photos of girls kissing will have to do."

"But Nick would happily take this! I don't want it! Let me cover the game!" Desmond begged, his knuckles whitening as his hands curled into fists, trembling, once more, with impotent rage.

"My mind's made up. So cry river, build a bridge and get on with it," she said, glaring at him. "I want an editorial on my desk by tomorrow afternoon, or you won't cover another game this season."

"But-"

"Danhar," she warned, her tone cool, her eyes gleaming icily. "This is the last time that I'll say it. Is this really worth not being able to cover anything at all of the rest of the season? No? Good. Now, do you either of _you _have any complaints?"

Desmond's co-workers just shook their heads dumbly as the reporter fumed at their boss's decision.

"Good. You're dismissed. Remember, Danhar, tomorrow afternoon."

"Yeah, yeah," Desmond grumbled dejectedly as he followed his co-workers out of the office, absorbed in his own thoughts.

_Am I really going to write this?_ he mused to himself, tuning out Nick and Sam's conversation, which mainly consisted of discussing various recent scandals (Once again, Desmond was mildly surprised that Cross was staying out of the headlines. Or even the dude columns at that). He stewed quietly to himself as he plopped back down at his desk, frustrated beyond belief, faced with choosing between the work that he loved and his morals. He didn't want to write this article, to sink to the level of a paparazzi hack, but his job was effectively on the line. Well, at least it was an editorial, so he could at try to put the whole thing in a positive light.

Unfortunately, he didn't have the time to hunt down the two Rampancy players and find out what had happened. It was unlikely that they'd talk to him anyway. They were probably going to be so harassed over it, during the next couple of days, that they'd probably try to run him through with an energy sword on sight. The whole thing just seemed offensive to him, and no doubt, they'd share his feelings. From the grainy picture on the front page to the offensive and intrusive article, something about it disgusted him to the basest levels of his being.

Anyhow, Desmond resigned himself to writing the article in as positive a light as possible, and to only work with the known facts. Hopefully this whole thing would blow over soon, and he could back to writing real articles.

"-right, Dez?" Sam was saying, from where she was sitting on his desk, inspecting her camera impatiently. When he failed to respond immediately, she whistled to him, like a child would do to get their puppy's attention. "Earth to numbskull. This is your favourite partner speaking!"

"Sorry, tuned out there. What's up?" he asked, snapping out of his coma-like thought process, professional journalist once more.

Sam smiled maniacally, blue eyes flashing. "I was just asking if you were still coming clubbing tonight."

"But we've got the article-"

"Clubbing tonight! Whoo-hoo!" Nick shouted ecstatically, drawing more than a few stares from the other journalists, photographers, typists, editors and secretaries in the office, the most accusing of which came from a cross-eyed delivery boy, whom Desmond did his best to ignore.

He glanced at the empty document in front of him, which was supposed to contain a finished article by tomorrow, and then at his two colleagues, who were planning to go clubbing in spite of the due date. And in that moment, Desmond made his decision.

_The world's gone mad. Completely and utterly mad...or else it hates me._

_Or both._


	46. Chapter 45: The Truth Shall Set Ye Free

**(A/N) Hey all, time for a slightly delayed Grifball update, again, my fault this time, chapters began to creep up on me! Thankfully, I have some great writers who are helping me out by covering chapters for missing writers, so we should be fine for the next couple of weeks! Boy, can't wait for you all to see where we're going from here 'til the end! Hope you enjoy this one, it was a lot of fun to write, and, well, I'm not going to say any more. You'll just have to read on!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Five – The Truth Shall Set Ye Free<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Once you have money and fame, the next thing you should expect is scandal and shame." <em>― Michael Bassey Johnson

* * *

><p>Ryan Anderson strolled through the city streets of Austin, Texas, humming to himself, having decided to leave his Capri at home that day, walking to work instead. The old Austonian building loomed over him, somewhat tarnished by the passage of time, dwarfed by the two skyscrapers on either side. Anderson just smiled, and stared at The Austonian for a moment, wondering what it would have looked like when it was new. He had always held an appreciation for the classics, and with all the changes going on lately, perhaps it paid to be a little old-fashioned.<p>

Shaking his head, he turned and walked on, nodding to a few enthusiastic Rampancy fans who called out his name from the window of their bus as it passed by. He stopped to buy a coffee from the usual place, nodding to the barista, and sipped it within the safety of the shop as it began to rain outside, something that would have been unthinkable a few centuries back, before climate change transformed the Texan summer into a series of spontaneous and unpredictable monsoons.

"Eh…sorry?" a voice suddenly piped up next to him, and Anderson turned to face a nervous young man, who was blushing furiously as Anderson raised a questioning eyebrow, a smile half-formed on his face.

"Yes?" he asked, and the kid ducked his head, mortified beyond belief.

"I…I was…was just wondering if I could get your autograph?" he asked, and beamed when Anderson just laughed in reply, gladly taking the proffered pen and magazine and flourishing off a quick signature, before his mind registered exactly what he was looking at, and his smile faded instantly.

He quickly glanced up at the date next to the title (_HotSpot)_, and his heart dropped another notch as he realised that the magazine his was looking at was the latest issue. He handed it back to the kid, who smiled gratefully, and casually asked him where he had bought it, almost as an afterthought.

"Oh, it's my girlfriend's," the kid said, blushing once more at the thought of being found possessing a copy of a gossip magazine. "But you know, the article's about Rampancy, so I was leafing through it, and then there you were. Not a bad start to the day, eh?"

_Maybe for you, kid, _Anderson thought as he smiled and nodded, leaving the shop just as the rain stopped, giving a pitying glance to the poor bastards who had been caught in the shower, and were now soaked through, and probably in need of mild medical attention. _And the weather guy had said it would be a fine day. Guess you can't trust anyone these days._

He made his way over to the nearest newspaper stand, waiting for the vendor to cease venting about the copies he used to have out on a bench adjacent to his stand. Used to have, because the acidic rain that had just poured down had torn through the unprotected covers, and what he had left was now unsellable.

"Hear, look, I just want today's HotSpot, okay?" Anderson broke in, pleasing with the man to just sell him what he wanted and then to allow him leave.

The vendor passed him a copy of the magazine and snatched his change out of Anderson's hand with bad grace, before turning back to his destroyed bench, and Anderson gratefully slunk away. The front of the magazine featured two slightly blurry figures locked during what he could only hope was a drunken kiss, but despite the poor quality of the photograph (seriously, you'd think that, in this century, they'd have gotten better at blowing up images. Sure, it was probably taken on a cellphone, but only professionals or hobbyists used actual cameras now anyway), there could be no doubting who it depicted.

He was going to _kill _Sophie and Ellen when he got his hands on them.

It wasn't that he was homophobic – it would be a little hypocritical of him, given that his sister had been married to her wife for the past twenty-five years, and he visited them every chance he could. He had never married, despite the train of girlfriends he had gone through as a player, and the few he had as a manager, and his nieces and nephews, even if they _were_ adopted, were the closest thing to a _real _family that he had ever had. It was that he had always, _always,_ forbidden relationships between his players, which was just as well, given that Alex didn't seem to merely swing both sides, he positively _threw _himself at them.

But of all the goddamn stupid things that they could have done, getting their faces splashed all over the tabloids was quite possibly the worst thing they could have done. Even Alex, with his limitless reserves of bad decisions and stupidity, had never brought the team into his scandals. He had very few rules, but goddammit, if his players weren't going to abide by them, then what was_ the fucking point?!_

He had supported them, backed them when others would have turned away, trained them to the best of his abilities, and this is how they repaid him? He was surprised that he hadn't yet received a call from the Chairman of Rampancy's Board of Directors, Brian Sadler. Of all the _stupid _things they could have done…

_The press are going to have a field day._

Another thought followed that, one that perhaps should have occurred to him sooner, suddenly took over, causing him to quicken his pace slightly as he marched towards Rampancy's training stadium, burning red in the front of his mind.

_How the fuck did they find out about this?_

* * *

><p>He burst into the main training hall, where the team were going through their warm-up with one of the coaches, his face red and his eyes furious, darting from each player to the next with unrestrained accusation, and it didn't take them more than a second to realise that something was wrong.<p>

"Hey Coach," Alex began, using the voice he reserved for when he had been caught red-handed, no doubt suspecting that another of his past transgressions had finally found the light. Boy, was he to be surprised. "What's the mat–"

"Don't even start, Cross!" Anderson spat, noticing the Runner flinch with more than a hint of pleasure. "I don't have time to deal with your _bullshit _today."

They all stared at him, wide-eyed, the girls and Jason looking particularly shocked, given that they had never seen him in full-on rage mode, and boy, his blood pressure had probably not been higher since Rampancy had lost three of their players within a month, crippling any chances they had on making the playoffs.

"Can someone please explain _this_?!" he hissed, trembling slightly as he slammed the issue of _HotSpot_ down on the bench between them, and the players glanced down at it, their brains taking a few seconds to realise what they were looking at, Anderson monitoring their reactions closely.

Jackson froze, his hands curling into fists, closing his eyes and shaking his head for a moment before turning away, swearing angrily underneath his breath. He headed straight for the showers, and Anderson, for once, didn't blame him. Whatever happened from here-on out, training was certainly cancelled for the day.

Alex's eyes widened slightly, and he looked about, a slight smile on his lips, clearly about to make some sort of crude joke, before Anderson caught his eye and his smile faded away. Jason just looked baffled, staring at Ellen and Sophie in confusion, clearly looking for an answer. Similarly, Kiara and Arika were looking at the two for an answer, but their eyes contained less of the accusation and confusion than the others, telling Anderson that they, at least, had known about the existence of the kiss, and probably the photo as well.

Ellen and Sophie were looking at each other uncomfortably, both clearly mortified beyond belief, but also infuriated by what they had just seen. They both turned to Jamie, accusation clear in their eyes, and she looked away from them, her cheeks reddening, her eyes filling with shame, and Anderson only now remembered her predicament the week before, when her phone had gone missing.

The coach broke in before anyone had a chance to voice their confusion/denial/lies/accusations/excuses/etc. "I don't care," he said, silencing them with a wave of his hand. "I don't want to listen to your lies, your bullshit, I don't want to listen to _any _of that. I just want to know how that picture got out, and then how you all could have been so _stupid_? Even Cross, with all the shit he's pulled, has never been this dumb!"

"Hey!" Alex exclaimed, clearly aggrieved by the accusation, but Coach simply held up a hand and cut him off.

"Can it, Alex," he said, quietly, and surprisingly, Alex actually listened to him for once. "Just tell me, who took this?" he finished, ending it with a sigh, his anger slowly ebbing away, replaced by an overwhelming sense of disappointment.

He didn't need a confession, not with the looks that Sophie and Ellen were sending Jamie's way, but it'd go a hell of a lot easier if she owned up. He glanced from each of the players to the next, keeping up the charade, until Jamie tentatively held up her hand and spoke up quietly.

"I took the photo."

"You did?" Coach asked her slowly, staring at her for a moment, his face expressionless.

She nodded. "Yep. I took it, and kept it, even though I knew that I should delete it. My phone went missing last week, and I looked for it everywhere, but couldn't find it. I'm sure I had left it in my locker…" she trailed off, then glanced back over at her coach.

"I'm sorry Coach, I should have told you that there might have been a problem. I just…I just didn't think anything like this would happen."

She sounded so small and defeated that Anderson found it hard to retain the last remnants of his anger, but he fought to do so. She couldn't be left off the hook, not after a fuck-up this big. At the same time though, there'd be enough punishment to come over the next few weeks, for Sophie and Ellen in particular, but Anderson knew she'd get her fair share too. The fact that she had left her phone in her locker was interesting though. If the journalist had broken into Jamie's locker to get her phone, they might have grounds for a lawsuit. Sure, it wouldn't be much in the way of compensation, but they might be able to force the magazine to print a retraction.

He sighed, rubbed his temple with his left hand, and shook his head. "You were a fucking idiot not to come to me and explain, Evans. I could ban you from playing for a while, and I'd be well within my rights to do so, but you're going to be punished enough. Ellen and Sophie will be taking a lot of flak from the media for the foreseeable future, and a lot of that will be your fault. You're going to have to find a way to make it up to them, to make it up to all of us."

She ducked her head and looked away, but Anderson wasn't done yet.

"I expect you to put in more effort than anyone else in training for the rest of the season, if not for the rest of your career. One more slip up Evans, just _one_, and you'll be transferred out of her faster than I can say 'sayonara'."

He then turned away from her, and looked over at Sophie and Ellen.

"Thompson, Rush, don't think I'm forgetting about the two of you. I can't believe that you've been so colossally _stupid_. You know my rules on no inter-team relations, and apparently, that didn't matter to you. Maybe things were run differently on your old teams, but I expect you to obey my rules while you here at Rampancy. There's not many of them, and they're not hard to follow. If you ever pull a stunt like this again, you won't even have time to make excuses. You'll be out on your ass, and I'll personally take it upon myself to see that you don't make it at the professional level. I expect you to prove to me that I didn't make a mistake in signing you, because today, for the first time, I've had my doubts."

He turned away, but before he could take more than a few steps Ellen called out to him – Ellen, who he had such high hopes for.

"Coach!" she began, but he spun around, furious once more, a waggled a finger in front of her.

"Don't, Thompson, just don't," he said, shaking his head to emphasise each word. "You've disappointed me. You've _all _disappointed me, because you let this shit-storm happen. You're supposed to be a _team_! I'm angry for keeping things from me, but you kept this from each other too, and that just disgusts me."

For paused, staring at them all, breathing heavily, and felt the presence of his missing captain, and the smugness that would no doubt radiate off him, once the rage passed.

"For the first time," he began, tripping over his words, "for the first time, I've actually began to wonder whether or not Jackson was right all along."

And with that damning statement, he turned and left the room, still shaking his head. Not a second after he left the room, his cell phone began to vibrate in his pocket, and he pulled it out, not needing to glance at the caller ID to know who it was.

"Hello, Mr Sadler. Yes, I've seen it…"


	47. Chapter 46: Turmoil

**(A/N) Hey all, time for the next chapter in Grifball: Running Rampant, and this one has been written by the fantastic Minathiel, covering for LanaLlama as we see the fallout from the last chapter though the eyes of Sophie Rush! Sorry about the delay between the last chapter and this one, work hours have taken up a lot of time lately! The next one will be arriving next Tuesday, and alternating on Tuesday and Friday's from thereon after! **

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Six – Turmoil<strong>

**Sophie Rush**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p>"<em>In art, scandal is a false narrative, a smoke screen that camouflages rather than reveals. When we don't know what we're seeing, we overreact." <em>- Jerry Saltz

* * *

><p><em>For the first time, I've actually began to wonder whether or not Jackson was right all along.<em>

The words burned to think about, and Sophie felt heat rush to her face. She couldn't separate her anger and her embarrassment, and was caught in a mixture of the two. Anger at Coach for essentially giving Jackson free reign to have a go at the women on the team, anger at Jamie for taking the damn picture in the first place, and then by capping it off by losing her phone, and anger at Jackson because… well, it was hard _not_ to be at any given time, especially at the moment. Now that he had returned from the showers, his face was swamped between a mixture of glee and fury, with a twisted sort of half-smile accentuating the feeling. Jason stood beside the team captain, with a nonchalant, yet somewhat surprised, air. Alex also stood beside Jackson on his other side, though he looked much more uncomfortable than the other two. _Let him squirm_, Sophie snarled internally, glaring daggers at the Runner. _As if any of them were perfect either._

The other women beside her hadn't uttered a word since Coach's verbal slap. Arika looked shocked, her face also echoing any number of negative emotions. Jamie was now the boldest of them beside Sophie herself, her eyes flashing defiance at anyone who would dare utter further words of ridicule, her earlier shame clearly giving way to anger. Considering pretty much everyone was pissed off with her, Sophie supposed her attitude must be a defensive means of coping. Kiara seemed more confused, biting her lip and avoiding her teammates' eyes with a bewildered, upset look, despite the fact that she was barely involved in the actual situation. Ellen looked like she'd been slapped, and her mouth was agape in disbelief, but her eyes were hard set, and her feelings were clearly not too far from Sophie's own.

No, having someone tell you that every rotten, holier-than-thou comment might be true was not something Sophie appreciated. She had worked far too hard to get where she was to have it all ruined because of a fucking _picture_!

Sophie wondered how she was going to explain the shitstorm that was undoubtedly going to go down to her family. Rage boiled in her at the thought of the press going anywhere near her sister for her thoughts on the "scandal". Sophie didn't really regret the kiss – it was just a game after all – but she was furious that her personal life had essentially been invaded because of one person's stupidity, and another's selfishness. It wasn't fair or right to make one person an attraction to gawk at whenever they so pleased. However, what's done is done, and Sophie felt that the ultimate backlash would hit her and Ellen far more than Jamie.

"It was one mistake," Jamie protested hotly, her voice full of rage that was biting at the bit to be released. "You can't condemn all of us because of one screw-up! Hell, Alex has already screwed up plenty of times, but I don't see any of you jumping at the chance to throw him to the wolves!"

Coach Anderson had already stormed out, which was unsurprising, and she doubted he'd be back before Jackson really got going. With his initial reaction, Sophie wondered if Jackson's previous attitude had been nothing but a ruse to get back on the field, apparently showing some form of control in front of Coach, but getting his digs in afterwards.

"Had you deleted the pictures in the first place and kept track of your damn phone, we wouldn't even be having this conversation. At least Alex has the sense to keep his mistakes to himself, most of the time, at least!" Jackson retorted, drawing himself up. "I knew you girls would bring nothing but trouble! Lo and behold, no one else believed it until Sophie and Ellen popped up, frenching on front page news. How could you be so _fucking _stupid?"

Kiara shot her head up, indignant, and Alex looked just as offended as Ellen did at the turn the conversation had taken, although his glare was directed at Jamie.

"That's not fair! No one could have known what would have happened after those pictures were taken. How were we supposed to know all of this was going to happen?"

Sophie nodded in agreement with Kiara, throwing her shoulders back.

"If you ask me, you're just jumping on this so you don't look like a bigger ass than you are already, Jackson. So much for the attitude adjustment you had been putting on. Should've known it wouldn't have lasted, or else I would have enjoyed it more."

"Just more proof that you didn't deserve it!" he shot back harshly. "I can't believe I was actually beginning to think that Rampancy would be fine with you five on the team!"

Arika stalked forward to come face-to-face with the furious-faced captain, a snarl lighting her face. "More proof that you don't deserve any respect you might have earned from us!" she retorted hotly.

"Jamie's the one who fucked up royally anyway," Sophie added. "If she had actually kept track of her phone's whereabouts, then none of this would have gotten out!"

Sophie saw Jamie's head snap towards her aggressively through the corner of her eyes, like a spectator at a tennis match. The Hybrid was taking most of the flak for her carelessness from the team, but the entire situation reflected badly on the rest of them. In fact, Sophie and Ellen would probably have it worse since they were the posed centres of her pictures. It irked her that Jamie was ultimately going to get less bullshit directed towards herself and Ellen, and then there was the fact that Coach had seen fit to include all of the women in his rant. If Sophie were to hazard a guess, she'd say that Coach wouldn't be nearly as hard on the rest of the guys if, say, Alex had something like this happen again. However that was a point to bring up later, as Jamie suddenly made the force of her fury felt.

"Oh and you're so blameless yourself, Sophie! I sure as hell wasn't making you and Ellen kiss. Get off your pedestal and accept the dirt you helped dish out! If you'd like I can make you eat some of it?!"

"I'd like to see you try, Jamie," Sophie goaded, tensing her body for a fight. Kiara stepped between the two women while Arika held Jackson's attention, staring at him with a mixture of warning and anger present in her features, her eyebrows drawn together and her lips pursed thinly.

"Enough!" Kiara protested. "We're all at fault, ok? No one is in the wrong more than anyone else. We're supposed to be a _team, _right? A team doesn't dole at the blame, it shares it, _together._"

Jason snorted, drawing attention from the rest of the team and interrupting whatever protest Jamie was going to muster up.

"Cute sentiment, but that doesn't change the fact that all of you messed up big time. Weren't you supposed to make women look good in Grifball? After Coach made it explicitly clear that relationships weren't allowed on the team, you two just couldn't keep your hands off each other, could you?."

Jackson didn't need another invitation to break Arika's stare and try to start back up now that he had support. Out of the corner of her eye, Sophie could see Anderson returning from whatever business he had had to deal with. Nothing good, she knew that much. What annoyed her most was that Coach wasn't intervening, despite the fact that they had all been loud enough to wake the whole stadium up, if anyone had been asleep inside. Instead the furious coach stood silent between the two groups, his stare landing heavily on each person as they spoke or moved. Ellen, however, beat Jackson to the punch before he could cut in.

"And you're making yourself look good now?" she retorted tartly to Jason. "Just imagine how the public would eat up all of this." The biting sarcasm wasn't unlike anything that Sophie herself would have responded with.

Alex looked uneasy, and Sophie could tell he was going to have a rare moment of disagreement with Ellen. He almost seemed hesitant to do so, which made Sophie calm down very slightly. _At least someone is going to be reasonable._

"Ellen, the thought of something like this happening should have passed through all of your minds. This isn't the amateur league anymore. People are going to pay a lot more attention to what you do, whether you're on or off the pitch. A lot of people are looking up to all of you now to be role models. Now that isn't to say what happened wasn't blown out of proportions," he rushed to add, "but people will be people. You're going to have to get used to it. After Coach's declaration that relationships on the team were a no-go, it just looks like you two went behind his back."

As if they'd go behind his back on purpose like that! Sophie felt herself bristling again, directed now towards the group in general. A small kernel of her realized that Coach had good reason to be furious – they really should have explained what was on the phone the second it went missing – but the berating comments from the rest of the team were doing nothing but inflame the situation. Unfortunately, Sophie herself didn't have a problem with it as long as she got the last word in.

"You're right, we _are _going to have to get used to it, thanks to Jamie," Sophie snapped back, to Alex's surprise. "It's not like we came in prepared for backlash or anything like that. Who the hell cares what we do or do not do in our personal time? It was just a stupid dare!"

"A dare that has brought unwanted attention to this team, ridicule to all those involved, and yet another rift between all of you," Coach Anderson spoke up at last, his tone harshly reprimanding Sophie's response. "In addition you didn't think to tell any of us what had happened, nor what exactly was on Jamie's phone."

"You can't expect us to be perfect princesses in our first season," she retorted. "Hell, just look at all the shit Alex has gotten into. Did you backhand all of the men for his antics, or are we the ones receiving that special privilege?"

Anderson's eyes flashed with escalated anger, and for just a small second Sophie regretted the harsh reply, but the sentiment quickly died when he continued.

"All of you were involved one way or another. You and Ellen irresponsibly agreed to Jamie's juvenile request, and Arika and Kiara offered up no voice of reason or consideration as to how this would affect the team if your antics got out. Now it reflects on all of us, and we won't have a good response right away because we were left in the dark. I have _always _made it a point to pass out blame to where it is warranted, Rush. Alex can certainly tell you that."

Jackson moved next to Anderson, dwarfing the coach by sheer attitude alone.

"At least when Alex did something, he didn't drag the rest of us into it," the captain added in support of his coach and in an effort to defend his other teammate, despite Anderson's final addition. "He only had himself to blame, and he always took the fall himself. Now thanks to all of you, the whole of Rampancy looks trampy. Go on, deny it all you want, but at least now Coach sees how much more a detriment you all are than an asset."

Alex looked embarrassed by the sudden change in topic, no doubt remembering each and every scandal that had spawned from his past transgressions, true or not. However Sophie had to angrily admit that there was truth to what he was saying as well. No matter what Alex did, the media always focused solely on him rather than the team he was on. It was a critical difference, considering how reputation meant everything to the head honchos. Speaking of them, they were probably displeased. A cold wind seemed to blow on Sophie's face as she thought of the repercussions of the wayward article.

"Coach, what consequences are we looking at here?" Sophie inquired warily, the fight draining out of her. She had to help support her family, and getting kicked out now would only make that harder for her.

"That remains to be seen. At the moment all the publicity will be bad enough for you two," he said as he pointed to Ellen and Sophie. "I don't know what additional action will be taken… yet."

There was a promise in there – Sophie could hear it. Inwardly she grimaced as the coach continued, getting in a word ahead of Jackson.

"I want you all to go off and head home. Nothing positive can come from sticking around here today. We'll talk about this in the future, when it's less of a heated discussion, and when the media have had time to move on to the next topic. I don't want to hear another word on it, and I don't you to talk about it to outside sources either."

The dismissal was clear in his voice and the group dispersed with few words passed between them. For once, as they all separated into their respective locker rooms it felt more like a line had been drawn between the men and women. That was just one line now.

For now, Sophie was only worried about how she would explain the headlines to Annie and their mother.

_And who had said that fame was easy to live with?_


	48. Chapter 47: When It All Breaks Down

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry that there's been such a gap between the last update and this one! It'll probably happen again at some point in the future, but I just hope you'll all continue to stick with us until the end of this fic, because we've got a lot of twists and turns to come! So, without further ado, here's the latest chapter!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Seven – When It All Breaks Down<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>I much preferred winning to thinking and I didn't like losing at all." <em>― Aleksandar Hemon, _The Book of My Lives_

* * *

><p>When Alex could eventually bring himself to relive the Rampancy Droppods game, he would conclude that the problems had started before the group even entered the locker rooms for a pre-game pep talk. It wasn't just Jackson being his usual obnoxious self, since his wonderful father made a tragic reappearance. It wasn't the fact that you could walk to the local cemetery and find it both noisier and more full of life then the locker rooms were anymore. It was, in a surprising turn of events, the fact that Coach Ryan 'Team-player' Anderson was currently in the room with the subdued form of Rampancy.<p>

Alex could instantly tell what was going to happen as soon as Coach sullenly announced his selected line-up for the match. While Jackson came as no surprise, since the two were so chummy and like-minded lately, it was a shock that Alex himself was chosen as Rampancy's initial Runner. Having had the role in the first match, Alex had fully expected Anderson to swap him out for Sophie, give her a chance at taking the reins. And while Anderson might have done that once, recent events were obviously playing on his mind.

When Jason was chosen at the Defender, Anderson was clearly unhappy with having to place Arika in the team, though he did shoot a few ominously dark looks at Sophie, Jamie and Ellen. When the team had realised that his line-up consisted of three male players out of four possible slots, Alex had to fight to keep a quip that Jackson had stolen and edited Coach's paperwork. Somehow, he didn't think the others would find it amusing.

Even the girls themselves were affected by Anderson's actions. He could see Sophie's own surprise, the tightening muscles in Jamie's cheek, even Kiara's face pulled into a clearly visible frown. As Coach gave them an icy look-over, daring them to say anything, it was clear what sentence was haunting everyone's thoughts right then.

_Maybe Jackson was right._

Out of all the different demeaning statements Coach could have said, that was the worst to pick. But then again, Jackson was his Golden Boy, his Star Player, and his beloved Protégé. How could any of them stand up to such a Grifball icon? It was clear that Anderson was now deeply mistrustful of the group. Most likely, he felt a personal betrayal. Alex didn't care. It didn't excuse this. But they all knew that Anderson wasn't as harsh on Jackson as he could be, hadn't done much at all about Jackson's previous behaviour, back along.

And now there was this. Anderson had clearly made up his mind, allowed one scandal to influence his entire actions towards the female members of the team. But when Alex was involved in anything, it was swept under the rug. The team was united. "That was goddamned stupid, Alex, you moron. I'd say don't do it again, but we all know you will." That was the last reprimand Ryan had given him.

He sighed to himself as Anderson walked out, a not-so-encouraging "Good luck," all that remained of him, and even that faded away pretty goddamn quickly. How ironic. He was sure that was probably a metaphor for something.

Walking with the rest of the team in silence, they waited in front of the large, imposing metal door ahead, waiting for it to send them to the jaws of death. Several deaths actually. Hopefully this one wouldn't have a repeat of Ellen's mishap. Or, at least, not when he got the inevitable sword through the lung. As the door mechanism slowly whirred into life, sending powerful rumbles through the floor that echoed and continued into the suits of armour the players all wore, Jackson turned to the group.

"Here's the play. It's easy and simple. Alex, me and Jason will spank bonk you forwards. Grab the bomb and duck back. We'll cover you, clear a path, leaving you clear to plant the bomb. How's that sound?" Alex did see a flaw with this plan. Arika seemed to as well.

"Jackson?" A grunt of acknowledgement was returned. "What about me? I noticed I'm not slotted in to your plan."

Jackson simply shrugged, turning away to face the door as it slowly cranked open ahead of them, light steadily spilling into the previously dark chamber. Glancing at Jason and Arika, Alex grimaced, now certain of the outcome of this match. Hey, maybe he'd get an injured leg again. _That would be a right laugh_, he mused sarcastically. Though he would be able to spend some more time in the hospital, of course, and Ellen was there. Of course, he was only considering this to keep a friend company, of course.

Any further musings were cut off as Jason roughly nudged him forwards. Alex hadn't even realising the others were already moving. As they entered the large arena, moving to stand on their respective lines, they faced off against Droppods, wearing their own red highlights, and he sighed to himself. One day, he'd be playing Will as he wore those same colours. He shook his head, now was not the time to worry about that.

"And as you can see, Team Rampancy has just taken the pitch opposite Droppods. Rampancy's captain, Jackson Rothe again taking the floor, alongside Runner Alex Cross, Defender Jason Ayante and Tank Arika Myles. I'm not sure about you, folks, but I am noticing a distinct preference towards one gender here, _despite the fact_that Rampancy consists mostly of female players. Perhaps this s backlash from the recent Thompson/Rush scandal that recently emerged. We'll see how that affects the players today. Coach Ryan Anderson, a previous supporter of women's rights to play Grifball…"

Alex let Stu Stuman's signature commentary drift over his head, just the same as usual. If the blathering idiot wanted to go on about gossip instead of facts and player attributes, then he wasn't the one sitting at home listening to the crap. He thought over Jackson's plan and frowned again. This was not going to work.

Suddenly, the countdown timer started, blaring into life above their heads. Alex jumped slightly, cursing himself for not having paid as much attention as he should have. As the clock slowly reached single figures, the beeps getting higher and higher pitched, Alex tensed the muscles in his leg, crouching slightly. Beside him, Jackson confidently readied his hammer, eyes fixed on the bomb as it was raised from its hidden position beneath the floor to the arena centre.

And then the clock stopped, the beeping ended, and Alex lunged forwards, kicking off from the ground as Jackson and Jason slammed their weapons into the metal floor beneath them. Alex found himself flung forwards, the air whistling against his helmet. For a second, he was above them all, watching the Droppods players scatter from their starting position, spreading out beneath them like a deadly fan.

And then his feet connected with the ground and he found himself turning the manoeuvre into a roll, fingers clenching around the small metal explosive. As he found his feet again, his rotating awareness kicked back in and he dived back towards his own group as they all rushed forwards, the space he had been previously occupying filled by a gravity hammer. As the other three rushed past him, he saw hammers flash through the air, scattering the Droppods players. Staying close to Jackson's trail of destruction, he steadily calculated the distance to Droppods goal, when he heard a curse. Turning, he saw Jason take a ferocious swipe across the arm from a deadly sword of fire. It wasn't enough to kill him, but it was enough to distract Jackson enough to falter slightly as he swung his own weapon. Instead of killing the Droppods defender, he ended up stepping inside the arc of his weapon, a heavy shove sending him sprawling uncontrollably to the side.

Cursing, Jackson shouted in panic. "Jason, respawn for fuc-" it was all Alex heard as a burst of plasma from the same defender pierced his neck and then his vision went white, there was pain and then he was nothing, and then he reformed on his own side of the arena, gasping, in time to be thrown to the side in a furious explosion. Droppod's own runner had grabbed the bomb and Arika hadn't been able to catch the slippery little bastard.

As Jackson jogged over, he moved towards Arika, voice filled with anger. "What the FUCK was that, Myles?! Why weren't you defending the goddamned plant point?!" Arika jolted, apparently surprised at Jackson's apparent loss of tactical ability.

"I wasn't there because I wasn't ordered there, _Captain._ Besides, I'm a Tank, while Jason here is a Defender. Why not keep him back, instead of only involving the male players?!" Jackson took a furious step forwards, only being held back by Alex's arm moving in front of him.

"And it looks like Rampancy's Captain is arguing with his Tank. I'm not sure how that will help them win the game, but perhaps it's all part of a cunning plan…" Stu Stuman mused overhead, examining the scene with his usual dopey smile.

With a snarl, Jackson pulled himself away from the group, thinking to himself. This time, he reluctantly included Arika in the plan, though he refused to even glance in her direction. "Same plan. Jason, you stay back." As Jason nodded and Alex relaxed slightly, Jackson added, "WITH Arika." Alex scowled, hardly expecting better results this time around.

However, even as they lined up for the opening maneuverers of the round, he noticed Droppod moving into position to make the exact same move. He grimaced slightly, doubting they'd have any issues with team unity. As Jackson slammed his hammer into the floor yet again, and Alex was sent across the Arena, towards the familiar shape of the bomb, he saw the Droppod Runner do the exact same. As they both landed, they made identical motions, both going straight for the bomb. Alex reached out for the explosive, but suddenly he pulled back, without warning. The Droppod Runner grabbed the thing instead, glancing at his hands, as though surprised he'd even laid his hands on the all-important item in the first place. It was all the time Alex needed to plunge his sword through the man's heart, catching the falling objective with a grin, hardly even paying attention as his armour shifted to the familiar warm orange he wanted there every game.

As he pulled one of his signature moves, Jackson had lunged past, rotating on the ball of his foot to send his hammer directly into one man's chest, the shockwave not only bending, crushing and destroying his ribcage, but also sending him into another player's side. Two down, two to go-

But Jackson could only cover so much ground, and Alex was suddenly tackled to the floor by a third player, whose own weapon had been sent flying by the concussive force of Jackson's shockwave. Alex hit the ground with a clatter, sparks flying from his armour as it scraped along the metal grating beneath him, the bomb tumbling from his numb fingers as pain shot through his nerve endings there.

He scrambled for the fallen item, trying to retrieve the objective, when a bar of plasma burst through his neck, sending him slumping to the floor, wounds cauterised so that he wouldn't choke on blood. He wasn't sure if the suits respawned something like that. He hoped so. As his molecules connected themselves back together on Rampancy's spawn line, he sprang into action, watching Jackson trying to catch up to the two Droppod breakaways, who were facing Arika and Jason. Even as Alex moved to catch up, Arika pirouetted away from one lunge, though she clipped Jason.

Jason, startled, desperately stabbed forwards to kill the bomb-carrier, but he was caught with a heavy blow to the side of the head, cracking his visor and sending him to the floor with a heavy crunch. Arika was now on her own and moved quickly, slamming her gravity hammer into the floor between the two. Though the duo were now separated, Arika had two targets to swing for and hesitated for a brief second. Perhaps Jackson was weighing heavily on her mind.

"Arika!" Alex shouted, almost caught up to her. "Kill the one on the right!" Arika sprang into action, hammer catching the Tank on the right and twisting his arm to an almost entirely unnatural angle, a cry of pain emerging and swiftly cut off as he vanished and faded from view. Alex now swung his blade in a long, deadly arc towards the bomb-wielder, but the man swiftly ducked under, knees twisting to allow him to slide beneath.

"What is this, the goddamned limbo?" Alex swore as he turned to swing again- and caught a blast of fire directly to the face. On respawn later, he came face to face with a furious Jackson, who was again berating the closest female player.

"Arika! Next time, go for the one with the fucking bomb!" he shouted, probably coating the inside of his visor with spit. "Ignore Alex, I'm the damn Captain here." Alex felt a surge of anger run through him. Jackson was deliberately countering his efforts to help the team reach success here. He was dragging them under, again! He felt a flush of shame surge through his body; he had made the mistake there, giving Arika the wrong instruction which had led to that score. He scowled.

Jackson considered Droppods from his position cautiously, not willing to concede again. Seeming to not like whatever he saw there, he turned to his team. "No bonk this time. We split up. Form a pincer attack. Crush them from both sides. I'll move into position up ahead. Alex, you throw the bomb and I'll plant." His tone practically ordered no dissent, though there wasn't likely to be any, this time round. It was a sound plan.

And this time, when Droppods went for the familiar method of spawn bonking their way to victory, Rampancy sprang into action, Alex and Jason moving to the left, while Jackson moved with Arika to the right, though it was clear he was trying to get there before her, to deny her any part in the plan. He rolled his eyes. As the Droppods Runner gained possession of the bomb, he blinked as he encountered no opposition. _How unusual._

Seconds later, as his team arrived to support him, Rampancy closed upon them like the jaws of a vicious trap, hammer flying and demolishing Droppods, sending players flying broken through the air. Jackson sprinted ahead, waiting by the plant point, hammer held at the ready. As Alex scooped up the bomb, he darted ahead, desperate to get closer, when he gasped; Jackson had not noticed the lone defender sprinting to kill him, to slam his hammer into Jackson's unsuspecting back and to ruin Rampancy's chance of a win.

But Arika had certainly noticed the guy as she dived at him, hammer held upright like a javelin as she lobbed it right at him. The man didn't even realise what took him out as the concussive force broke his neck in the split second it took for him to respawn. Jackson easily caught the bomb as it arced through the air and planted it solidly on the goal, cheering even as he was engulfed in fire.

Just when Alex was actually expecting some form of team unity, for Jackson to at least admit that it was a joint effort, or even, dare he hope, acknowledge Arika's own rather magnificent throw, his hopes were dashed by Jackson's next words.

"And that, gentlemen, is why you listen to the team Captain. My plan worked and I scored for us. Try participating a touch more next time. I don't want to have to do everything for all of you!" Arika wasn't even mentioned. Alex could swear he heard her teeth grate together as she made a sound that was part groan, part growl.

Perhaps Jackson's confidence had been restored, or perhaps he was blind to his own faults, but soon after the Droppods dropped him with a hammer, after he had been berating Arika for getting killed as she stopped the _first_carrier who was through on goal, letting the second one through in the process and allowing them to score while they easily overpowered and outmuscled Jason and Alex. Right after that, he turned to Arika with a snarl, yanking his helmet off as his eyes flared with rage.

"Arika, enough is enough! Play the game or get out of our way! Interfere again and I'll make sure you end up like Ellen did. Maybe one of the other girls will play better, though I doubt it." His fists clenched as he stepped even closer to Arika, whose posture changed to one of alarm; she took a quick step back.

"Jackson, back down!" Alex snarled as he all but jumped between them, palms pushing against Jackson's shoulders to keep him away from Arika. Jackson looked at him with something akin to betrayal.

"I'm the Captain here, Cross!" Alex couldn't take Rothe's bullshit anymore. Whirling, he stormed over to the box set into the wall, where Coach Anderson and the other players were standing. Alex's hands were clenched as he glared at the stubborn man.

"Coach!" he scowled, pulling his own helmet off and staring in rage at the calm, apparently bored man, baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. "Pull Jackson off or sort him out! He's nearly engaged in physical violence against Arika over here, for god's sake!"

Coach hardly even moved, though the other players looked over at Jackson in alarm. Eventually, words measured, Ryan Anderson spoke.

"Cross, the only team members I currently trust are currently out on that pitch, in that arena, fighting for Rampancy. Jackson has my full confidence here. I can no longer trust the rest of my team to represent us appropriately. Get back out there." Alex couldn't believe what he was hearing. Anderson was deliberately blocking him here. He was just as bad as Jackson as, just as guilty. Leaning forwards, he jabbed a finger at the Coach.

"Anderson," he didn't bother with the title. "If we lose this match, it's all on you! You'll be the only one I blame for this defeat. And I don't care who knows about it." Anderson scowled at the implied threat, though at least he'd actually responded, Alex had gotten through to him on some level.

"Cross, get back on that pitch and shut your damn mouth or-" Alex had had enough of this.

"Or what, Ryan? You'll swap me out for another player? But then you'd have to send out an 'untrustworthy player'. Kick me from the team? I've already quit once and I'll do it again if you drag us down. Leave you with the 'untrustworthy players'. It's on you, Anderson."

Rampancy actually managed to somehow win the next round, with Jackson and Alex effectively throwing the bomb backwards and forwards while Jason and Arika covered them both until Alex managed to slide through Droppod's Defender's legs to roll the bomb casually over the goal, giving a nearby camera a thumbs up. He'd appear in at least one newspaper photo cover or this entire match would have been a waste!

Jackson's ego had been inflated further, which ended with him loudly proclaiming once again how he'd set the entire thing up and that the others were lucky to even have him coordinate them and finish the job. Alex had actually threatened to "punch your goddamned light out" before Jackson had finally received the hint, rolling his eyes and speaking down to them once again. "If it makes you all feel better." Alex had still wanted to punch his lights out, in all honesty.

Rampancy were further emboldened after a surprise suggestion from Arika, followed only reluctantly by Jackson, who complained the whole way about "damned girls" and mumbling something else about "captain, not her," which had allowed Rampancy to steal the bomb from a complacent Droppods and retaliate brutally, massacring their way across the pitch to allow Alex an easy plant. Jackson had scowled, whether at his own minimal participation in the goal or at the fact that a girl had created the plan and everyone else had followed it, Alex did not know. Either way, he did not join in the team celebrations, glaring reproachfully at Arika.

And Jackson later refused to accept any form of responsibility in the fumble that he made later on in the next round. Though Alex had the bomb and was leading Rampancy up the Arena towards the waiting enemy team, Jackson saw fit to make a grab and plant the bomb on his own. Not only did the bomb then fly out of their hands as Jackson mistimed his lunge, he also stumbled right into a waiting sword, which led to an instant massacre. Rampancy's comeback had been momentarily halted.

Jackson refused responsibility for the incident, citing that he "had to make sure" and that he "couldn't rely on anyone, least of all you girls." Anderson, when questioned by a furious Alex, was indifferent to his team's apparent plight, telling Alex instead to "quit bitching" and "get on with the game." Alex hoped Stu Stuman ripped both Jackson and Coach Anderson to pieces in his post-match evaluation.

Any hope that Rampancy or its fans had was completely shredded during the final round, when Jackson finally lost it with his team, furiously berating every little mistake they made, before storming off to "do it himself." He didn't get very far and the broken line, a three versus one, led to complete anarchy, which resulted in Jason being floored and Droppods planting the final goal of the game, the final nail in Rampancy's, in Jackson's coffin.

As Droppods celebrated their surprising win over Rampancy, who had arguably been the favourites in their group, Rampancy commiserated, though not together. As the group wandered despondently back to Coach, he seemed unable to look at them. Alex was only absently listening in.

When he caught Jackson commenting, "We need more transfers. This is ridiculous," he had finally had enough. Walking away from Coach Anderson, who glared at his retreating back, he heard him merely say, "I don't know what you lot want me to do any more." Grimacing, Alex sorted himself out in the locker room much faster than normal, vacating the area before the others even arrived. Leaving early to go home and _not_to go to the unofficially named 'Club Rampancy, Floor 33,' to commiserate as he had every other time, he encountered a reporter who was apparently intending to ambush one of the team. Eyeing her in mild interest, he caught the question.

"Mr Cross, do you blame anyone in particular for Rampancy's failure today?" Grimacing again, he curled his hands into fists and merely replied,

"I have a few ideas where to look. Good authority figures are getting harder to find these days."

He thought once again of Jackson's father, who had set this whole shebang off, who had completely ruined both his son's team, and his son himself.

_You reap what you sow, Mr Rothe. Enjoy the show._


	49. Chapter 48: Tabloid Terror

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for another Grifball update, this time written by WednesdayA 3657, and featuring Ellen Thompson! We'll be doing our best to resume our normal update schedule, so you'll have plenty of chapters coming your way over the next few weeks!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Eight – Tabloid Terror<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by WednesdayA 3567**

* * *

><p><em>"That is the biggest form of bullying ever, the paparazzi. Printing lies, making accusations, it's just bullying."<em> – Mila Kunis

* * *

><p>Early mornings were far too bright. Ellen moaned and rolled over to face the wall, pulling the covers over her head.<p>

She remembered that she had left her curtains open last night because the moonlight falling softly onto her pillow had felt like a good luck charm for the next day. Now the open curtains felt like a horrible curse inflicted on her by the childhood witch that had lived down the street. Despite it all however, Ellen felt herself beginning to drift back to dreamland again. It was a pleasant feeling, the warmth and comfort of the quilt surrounding her … And then her alarm went off. Loudly. It was playing an oldie song called "Roar" that Ellen had just begun to hate, ever since she had randomly set it as her alarm. She sat up abruptly, all hopes of dreamland lost, and rubbed her eyes with one hand while the other hand searched for the small 'off' button on the clock. She was finally rewarded with the slight sound of static that cut off the too-loud music.

Ellen swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and gently slid down to stand on her plush purple rug. She smiled at the feeling of having both feet back on the ground without any pain. She'd been walking normally again now for a few weeks, and the doctors had reluctantly cleared her for Grifball. In fact, today would be her first day back in full training, finally able to get back to work with her teammates, rather than the bullshit warmup physio work that she had been doing before.

Gleeful adrenaline rushed through Ellen at this thought, and she looked at the clock with a smile on her face. It was only six o'clock – she had an hour – but she began to hurry nonetheless. She wanted to see if she could surprise her team when they walked in to find her already running around the court. She smiled to herself as she hopped into her bathroom for a quick shower, imagining their faces. Hopefully they'd all be happy to have her back, though she doubted Jackson would be. She smirked and ignored that last thought.

Her smile was brought back into place as she slid into her kitchen on sock feet for some cereal. The sound of corn flakes pouring into the bowl was usually a pleasant one, but something was different about it this morning. There was another sound too, just barely there. She couldn't quite put her finger on what it was, so Ellen shrugged it off. As she sat down with the newspaper in front of her, it was still there. In fact, the noise was growing louder and her cat's ears perked up as he mewled in annoyance. She went to her apartment's kitchen window, and the troubling noise only increased further. Teddy, the cat, hissed, his orange and white striped fur standing up on his back.

"I know. Weird, huh?" she spoke aloud in reply. However, Ellen couldn't see the street from the window - just the apartment building next door - so she simply closed the window to try and ignore it. Looking at her watch, she hurried to the door, leaving the unread newspaper next to her half-eaten breakfast on the table.

She stuffed her extra workout clothes into her bag and slipped on her untied shoes as she walked out the door. She locked it, and walked a few doors down to the elevator. Ellen remembered to tie her tennis shoes as the elevator made its way down to the lobby.

Stepping out, she saw the lobby was completely empty. It usually is this early in the morning. Looking towards the revolving glass doors however, Ellen nearly dropped her duffel bag in shock.

Standing directly outside her apartment building was a crowd at least two times bigger than the one she'd seen when she, Kiara and Arika were first introduced to Rampancy. There were men and women in suits, people holding giant cameras, and groups huddling around news vans everywhere you looked. Ellen couldn't see anything but people. None of them looked very friendly, either. She recognized a few of the logos on the vans and realized most of these people were from bogus companies that produced nothing but tabloid nonsense.

For a second, she thought that all the paparazzi were there for someone else. After all, plenty of semi-famous people like Ellen lived there too. She would just shoulder her way through the crowd and get to her car. _Simple._

Ellen's dim hopes were dashed completely as a lady in a purple blazer pointed at her through the glass and shouted. The crowd surged forward to the point where Ellen feared they would break the glass and she suddenly felt like crying as the noise increased and cameras began to go off.

Instead, she gritted her teeth and squared her shoulders. She painted a smile onto her face and straightened her t-shirt. Ellen stalked toward the revolving door and spun it around a few times, "accidentally" hitting a few of the reporters and possibly breaking some equipment. Then she stopped it and stepped into the door. She pushed it forward slowly, hearing the hum of voices grow terrifyingly louder with each step. For a small second, she felt like an animal at a zoo. Trapped within the revolving door, she had nowhere to go as all those people shouted, jeered, and vied for her attention.

One final step, and she was at their mercy. Ellen winced as the camera flashes hurt her eyes, and the shouts hurt her ears. However, she quickly regained her focus and attempted to shoulder and elbow her way past the people. She was almost able to block out the noise. But then Ellen tuned into the words of their shouts, and was immediately discombobulated.

"Are you dating Ms Rush?"

"Is it true you're lesbian?"

"Will you leave the team?" With each question a tape recorder or microphone was thrust in her face.

"Do you believe that Rampancy's recent losses are your fault?" A scowl crossed her face.

"Is it true you were held hostage?"

"How do you feel about all this?" Ellen was able to ignore most of them, just about, but some of the reporters were simply too loud and obtuse.

"What do you plan to do after this?"

"Some say you were abducted by aliens! What'd they look like? Was it Sangreelys? Sanghelies? Sang- The Elites?" She shot the man a confused look, but kept her mouth shut.

"Didn't Anderson strictly forbid in-team relationships?"

"Is it true you took part in a threesome with Rush and Cross and are now carrying Alex's child?"

At that last question, Ellen furiously spun on her heel to face the idiotic man. What kind of person did he think she was?! She had to struggle to keep a neutral expression on her face, and the vicious reporter seemed to sense her trouble as he smirked at her.

"Excuse me?" He didn't reply right away, and Ellen pursed her lips as she focused solely on him.

He rolled his eyes unpleasantly. "You heard me. Did you or didn't you take part in the threesome? Some of our crew found pregnancy tests in your apartment's dumpster after we got the news. So I've come to the most likely conclusion. Shall I put you down for a 'no comment'?"

Ellen felt her face flush with anger. There was nothing funny, let alone sneer-worthy, about accidental pregnancies. She had seen one ruin her older sister's life when they were still just in high school. Ellen started running the answers through her head so he couldn't turn them back against her. She spoke slowly, her voice strained as she refrained from strangling this guy. "Such a thing never happened. And those tests came from a neighbour; Mrs Johnson is pregnant. I would _never_–"

She was cut off by another microphone in her face, and a woman's voice asking, "Are you planning to transfer out of Rampancy?"

"No, of course not!"

Another voice cut in to ask, "Is it true you're a lesbian?"

"No, but why should that-"

"When is your wedding scheduled for?"

"What?! There is no-"

"Just how many team members have you been going around with?"

"None! I'm not like that!" she protested, now wide-eyed again.

"Is it true you were put up to this by your agent for publicity?"

"Angela would never force me to do any-"

"Is this simply a desperate cry for attention? Or something far more sinister?"  
>Yet another two asked about her sexual identity, as three others shouted about the alien abduction theory and the first man yelled over them to try to get a conclusion to the pregnancy question.<p>

Ellen quickly became overwhelmed again and lost her composure in its entirety. She threw her hands up, bruising her knuckles against a few microphones, and yelled wordlessly. She turned and pushed her way back into the apartment building, desperately seeking refuge in the soft, quiet, carpeted lobby as she felt the hot mass of tears building up behind her eyes. She knew she'd just ruined her image, at least for a little while, but Ellen didn't care anymore. She leaned against the information desk and slid down onto the floor, out of the crowd's sight. She brought her knees up to her chest and her shaking hands went to her throbbing temple.

Fuck it, she thought this had all died off! Sure, Coach had warned herself and Sophie that this kind of thing could happen, but there hadn't been any incidents since the first article had been published.

_Then again, _she thought, _maybe it had just taken the media this long to work out where I live. _She realised that Coach and Angela had probably been keeping them away from her, but evidently someone had slipped up somewhere, and they had found her.

She felt the tears begin to roll down her cheeks and she buried her face into her hands. Ellen allowed herself three minutes of sobbing quietly before she pulled herself together. Glaring bleary-eyed at her watch, she saw that she was already late for practice.

_So much for surprising them._

Reaching for her duffel, she opened the front pocket to find her phone. The screen lit up comfortingly with a picture of the team after their last real win. The last win before … well, before everything got too crazy. Ellen sniffed, punched in Coach's number, and tried to think of what she was going to say as the dial tone buzzed crudely in her ear. She was still angry with him for what he had said to them before, and for the way he had been since the story had first leaked, but at the moment she had no one else to turn to.

He answered quickly, and without polite formalities. "Thompson!"

"Hi, Coach. I, uh-"

"Where are you? Practice started nearly half an hour ago!"

She stopped him before he could start getting angry. "Coach, I'm trapped."

"What do you mean, trapped?"

"I mean I can't get out of my apartment building. I've been surrounded." Her voice cracked almost angrily on the last syllable.

"What?" His voice softened in such a small way that it was barely noticeable. "Thompson, what's wrong?"

"There's a crowd of paparazzi people outside of my building. I tried pushing through, but I couldn't make it."

"Fuck," he swore, leaning away from the phone to shout at someone nearby. "I thought that had died down! Did you talk to any reporters lately, give them anything to fan the flames? Thompson?"

"I, um, well-" a notification beeped on her phone, signalling that the Grifball News app had mentioned her name. Ellen sighed in defeat and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Have you seen the Grifball News channel today?"

"No." She heard the sound of wind rushing past the phone that told her he was jogging someplace. "I'll check now." He was going to his office. Ellen didn't say anything, but heard the background noise increase as his television came on. He still didn't say anything after Ellen listened to the soft TV chatter for about a minute.

"Coach?"

There was a long pause before he answered. "I'll be there to pick you up in twenty minutes, tops." And then he hung up.

Ellen sighed and thought about heading back up to her apartment, but dismissed the idea as it would give the reporters another view of her, even if only for a moment. So she sat behind the deserted lobby desk and waited. She listened to the hum of voices coming from outside for a few moments before it started to scare her again. Ellen remembered the claustrophobic feeling of microphones and elbows and cameras closing in on her, and not knowing what was going on, and everyone shouting at her.

She suddenly felt totally exhausted and her head dropped heavily back into her hands as she tried to pull herself together again. No way would she let Coach see her in such a state.

* * *

><p>The revolving door swung violently, almost angrily, and the reporters' tones darkened slightly. Ellen heard someone walk in; they were breathing heavily, as though it had been a struggle to get in. She froze in her hidden spot in case it was a reporter who had finally over-stepped his boundaries. A rough voice barked out, "Thompson!" Ellen brought her head just above the desk to double check who it was.<p>

"Coach! Oh, thank goodness." She stood up fully, trying to subtly wipe her eyes. "I'm sorry you had to come, but I- well, I can't get out."

"Yeah. I can see that. You've got yourself a real situation here."

I know, Coach, I know," her voice took on a slightly pleading tone. "I know you warned us about this, I just–"

"We'll discuss this later," he interrupted. He sounded annoyed and distracted, but somehow sympathetic. "Right now you've just got to get to practice." Ellen sniffed and nodded as she kept her eyes on her shoes, presenting the image of an ashamed and guilty child. Anderson's voice softened, and he put his hand on her shoulder. "Ellen. You're not the first Rampancy player to run into the damn pit bull paparazzi. I mean, just look at Cross! This'll all blow over. You just need to give it some time, and ignore these bastards in the meantime, okay?"

"Okay," she mumbled quietly.

"C'mon. The team's looking forward to you getting back into training." He grabbed her elbow much more gently than she ever expected him to be, and began escorting her back towards the door. He pushed the door open slowly and told her to just keep her head down. "I'll deal with them."

Pushing back out into the crowd was, well, scary. Ellen hesitated a moment, frightened, but Coach pulled her forward firmly. She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes for the overwhelming moment of stepping into the mass of reporters. When she opened her eyes to the blinding light of camera flash, she only did as Coach said and kept her head down. Ellen focused on the feeling of her feet hitting the pavement and Anderson's glares and yells forging a path ahead of her. She almost let herself listen to the shouts of questions again.

"Ms Thompson! Did you-"

"Will you-"

"Any comments?"

"How did this happ-"

"What about the-"

"If I could just-"

"A moment of your-"

She concentrated hard to shut them out of her head. Ellen squinted her eyes closed for a half a second to regain her focus. The trek through the mass of people stretched into forever, and she felt them closing in around her. Ellen felt her breath become scarily ragged and her lungs began to ache with each inhale. Another microphone in her face, another camera flash, another foot stepping on her toes, another shout in her ears, another moment of fear. They would crush her, surely. Or perhaps she could just slip away somehow. Away from this terrible chaos, away from the shame and away from all the excruciatingly judging looks.

And then, oh a glorious moment, they were out. The crowd was behind them, and only a line of vans remained in her sight to represent what she had escaped. Coach had led her to the parking structure and into the garage elevator. The doors closed with a pleasant ding just as the reporters spotted her again and rushed towards them.

Ellen's shoulders visibly went down as the doors shut out the terror. She rubbed her hands over her face as though she was suddenly seeing a new world. She listened to the rough chug-chug of the elevator climbing upward for a few moments before sighing. Coach didn't say anything, but he didn't release his grip on her elbow either. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. He was staring straight ahead.

"Coach?" He grunted in reply and Ellen hesitated. "…Thank you." This earned her another grunt.

They rode up to the sixth level in silence. Anderson only let go of her elbow after looking both ways to check for any more paparazzi. He led her to his car. It was a nice, simple, sensible sedan. She knew he also had a beautiful sports car, but was glad he had driven this one. It was inconspicuous and wonderfully under the radar. Coach stepped into the driver's seat, and the car door's slam echoed eerily in the cold concrete parking structure. Ellen hurried into the passenger's seat, but closed her door a little more softly.

Anderson turned the key in the ignition, and the engine started up surprisingly quietly. The car ran smoothly as Coach drove back down to the ground floor and pulled out of the parking garage. "Keep your head down," he repeated softly and Ellen slouched down in her seat, bringing the seatbelt all the way over her head. They entered the flow of traffic slowly as the frenzied group of reporters rushed into the parking structure.

"She went this way!" shouted a few of them. Ellen shivered. The lengths they would go to get their story … well, it might as well be called stalking. She had never truly believed ridiculous tales about the brutal paparazzi, but now it all made sense.

They rode in silence. Ellen sat up and stared out of the window, trying to think of her options as the city woke up before her eyes. All she really knew was that Jamie would get a lovely punch to the face when Ellen saw her.

_It wasn't even my dare._ She'd been indirectly dared, the worst consequence of playing the game. Why wasn't Sophie on the receiving end of this crap? She'd been the one who asked for a goddamned dare. _This isn't fair_. Ellen crossed her arms in front of her, and caught a scowl crossing her face.

Coach caught her eye in the rear-view mirror. He looked annoyed. "That look doesn't become you."

"Sorry." Ellen turned her head to glance her favourite book store opening for the day.

"Every pro player has to deal with it. At one point or another," her coach murmured next to her, his eyes trained on the road ahead of them.

"Why aren't they stalking Sophie, then?" she said, trying not to show her anger.

"Because it's not her first day back after disappearing from the face of the earth."

"I didn't disappear!" Ellen protested. "I did that thing for Google News just last month!" Coach rolled his eyes and continued as though she hadn't said anything.

"Besides, they had their go at her on that talk show. Remember? They haven't found anything on you yet, and now that they have, they'll enjoy it. Which you just experienced."

"Right."

"Hey, it comes with the business," Anderson offered with a cynical smile.

"For better or for worse?"

"Pretty much." Neither one spoke, but Ellen found herself sitting up just a tad bit taller. They were quiet again, but it wasn't quite so heavy this time. At the next red light, Coach turned towards her with a furrowed brow. He looked uncomfortable.

"There is just one thing, though. You're not, well, not actually dating Rush, are you?"

Ellen squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "No, Coach. I'm not dating Sophie. For two reasons. One: I don't date team members. Two: I'm straight."

"…Good."

"…Yup." She popped the letter 'p' on the end, trying to sound less awkward than she felt.

"Don't want anything disrupting the team, you know. The less drama the better."

Ellen cracked her knuckles - a bad habit - and nodded. "Indeed." The unsaid words lay between them, Coach's damning statement from the week before, that Jackson had been right all along, as the elephant in the room.

She cleared her throat, and Coach stepped on the gas as the light turned green again. Ellen finally began to relax a little when they turned into the beautifully familiar parking lot outside of the training centre. The edges of her mouth twitched upward as she thought of her friends. They were all in there. And Coach had said they were excited to get back to training with her. For a moment she forgot about that morning and actually smiled.

Then her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a text from her older sister, Analise, who was back in Alabama.

**'Hey. We saw the news. U ok?'**

Ellen sighed, and slipped her phone back into her duffel bag after deciding to call Annie later without replying to the text.

She cracked her knuckles and ground her teeth as she thought of all she'd been through just to get out of the apartment. That morning had been hell, and all before 8:30. Then Ellen stalked towards the training centre, determined to put the way the day had started behind her, and to enjoy the training session before her.

She was back.


	50. Chapter 49: The Blame Game

**(A/N) Hey all, time for another update for Grifball: Running Rampant! Sorry about the recent delay, we've lost a few writers lately, and the delay was because we had to cover for them. However, we have a great chapter here for Sophie Rush, written by the ever-fantastic Minaethiel, and hopefully there won't be any more delays for a long time yet! **

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Forty-Nine – The Blame Game<strong>

**Sophie Rush**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"Dealing with jackasses on every front today. Good thing I have tiger blood and Adonis DNA."<em> – Greg Cambell

* * *

><p>Sophie hummed quietly to herself in the arena, seeing-without-actually-seeing what her battling teammates were up to. Practice had started nearly a half hour ago, and the only sound was the occasional clash of plasma on plasma. Sword practice had been going on for fifteen minutes now – probably because the assistant coach was busy talking to someone else – and Anderson had gone to get Ellen. Sophie couldn't possibly guess why at the moment, nor did she care that much. If Ellen was going to be late to practice because of her car breaking down or something, that was her problem. What really piqued her interest was that Anderson had left to actually go get her. After all, weren't the women on his team liabilities now?<p>

Angry now, remembering Anderson's biting words at their initial lecture, Sophie bypassed her opponent's – Alex's – defences, brutally slamming her sword through his chest. Looking back, she probably used more force than was strictly necessary, as the starting Runner gasped in pain and disappeared in a flash of light, reappearing at the other side of the arena. Sophie took the moment to take into account how her teammates were doing. Jason was jogging over to her. With Ellen not present, Sophie, Alex, and Jason had decided to join in as one group and take turns sparring. Meanwhile, Jamie was sparring with Jackson and Kiara was circling Arika.

Jackson's moves had strength behind them, and, Sophie could tell, she wasn't the only one using more force than necessary for those killing blows. This was especially apparent as Jamie gave a surprised half-screech that cut off as Jackson's sword cut through her chest piece. Sophie didn't need Jamie's helmet off to tell that the other woman was ready to bring the hurt on the captain. Sophie really didn't know who she wanted to see go down next.

Kiara and Arika seemed to be the calmest pairing of the bunch, trading blows and dancing around one another, until Arika finally ducked beneath a swing Kiara aimed too high and stabbed the other tank through the gut. The redhead disappeared in a flash of light, calling out a compliment over to Arika as she respawned.

Had the atmosphere not been so tense, Sophie almost would have thought it was a normal day at practice. However, the cracks were there, and she could easily see them. Sure, they seemed small, but to her they seemed like bottomless caverns. One wrong step and she'd fall into them, and Sophie was not going to allow that to happen, not with her family's wellbeing on the line. She had already been afraid for her income after the scandal had first broke. If Rampancy had terminated her contract… Well, stepping a toe out of line again just wasn't an option.

Just as Jason had signalled ready to begin their spar, movement out of the corner of her eye caught Sophie's attention. Ellen was moving easily to stand beside Alex as she and Anderson entered together. From the stiff posture the defender was giving off, Sophie reckoned she was far from being in a good mood.

"Alright Rampancy, listen up! We'll continue with hammer training for fifteen minutes and then get into running and conditioning. After that we'll have a mock game. Teams will be Jackson, Kiara, Sophie, and Jason against Arika, Alex, Jamie, and Ellen. Now let's get to it, Rampancy! Pair off and get to work!"

Picking partners was like picking teams on a playground. Unfortunately, Jackson quickly called Jason over, and Alex obviously paired with Ellen. Arika opted to stay with Kiara to the pair could swap moves they'd picked up, and that left… well, shit. Jamie didn't seem entirely happy either behind her helmet. For a few seconds there was silence. In a sudden rush, Jamie raised her hammer threateningly and shifted into an offensive position.

"Ready to eat the dirt, Rush?" Jamie almost growled out, fingers moving to get a firmer grip on the hilt of the weapon. Clearly the hybrid hadn't forgotten their argument on the day the scandal had broken, and Sophie was positive that their loss to the Droppods had only made the irate team – including Jamie – even worse. Certainly Coach Anderson was less-than-pleased. When Alex's remarks had been plastered to an article after the game, it hadn't done anything positive to sooth tensions.

That, in turn, had made it extremely awkward for Sophie during her talk show interview. Most of the questions were directed towards the state of affairs in Rampancy, geared specifically towards Coach Anderson, Ellen, and apparently Alex, since heaven forbid a scandal go by without him mentioned. A small part of her felt sympathetic towards the runner. Just from this ridiculous circus of press, Sophie was exhausted from the attention. Alex had gone through the same thing plenty more times than Sophie herself had.

That didn't make her feel any better, strangely enough.

Still, training was not the time or place to dwell on thoughts like that. For the moment it was her facing down Jamie. Sophie wasn't all that confident in using the heavier weapon, but she knew for a fact that she was faster than Jamie. That could be all she needed to even the odds. Taking a firm grip, Sophie narrowed her eyes at the Hybrid.

"You'll be eating those words in a second," the Runner promised, not bothering to hide the bite in her words. With a yell, Jamie charged, slamming her hammer down with the intent to crush Sophie's skull. The Runner reacted instantly, hopping backwards in an effort to avoid the splash damage from Jamie's swing. Though successful, it was a close shave, and the impact sent Sophie back a few extra feet.

Despite the separation, Jamie was undeterred and charged again, this time swinging the hammer sideways like a bat, and twirling it in her hands to bring it down in a bone crushing impact. Sophie easily ducked beneath the original swing, but did not have the balance to avoid the second. With a cut-off yell and a flash of light, she respawned on the other side of the room. Sophie could almost see the satisfied smirk beneath Jamie's helmet, and an angry flush rose on her cheeks. Jamie would see that Sophie wasn't one to dismiss lightly.

Bringing the hammer back up, the runner sprinted towards Jamie at the top speed she could manage. Jamie readied her stance, planting her feet on the ground firmly and bringing her hammer up to swing. When Sophie judged herself to be close enough, she slammed the hammer down as hard as she could. At the same time, Jamie also slammed her hammer down, and the blast from both sent the two women backwards several feet. Sophie was the first to recover and pressed the attack, swinging from the side and over-handing the hammer, Jamie was forced to evade constantly, not getting the chance to go on the offensive.

The Hybrid, however, was no easy pushover. In a particularly daring move, Jamie darted forward just as Sophie was recovering for another swing, thrusting the hammer forward to slam into the runner's knee. Sophie cried out in shock, and, in a moment of panic, brought her own hammer up to slam into Jamie's chest to keep herself on her feet. Jamie flew backwards and landed on the ground with an ugly crunch, while Sophie fell back from the impact. A satisfied smile crossed her face as she realized Jamie had disappeared. _Serves her right for acting so superior._

Just at a quick glance, Sophie could tell that Jamie was not amused at the instinctual hit.

"What a surprise that you take advantage of a cheap shot, Sophie," the hybrid taunted. "Can't take the heat so you bring somebody else down instead."

That froze the backup Runner in her tracks, and she lowered the hammer.

"_What_ did you just say?"

"You heard me just fine," the Hybrid said with an obvious smirk in her voice. The fighting was still raging around them, with hammer booms echoing frequently, often followed by Anderson's advice or that of the other coaches. However everything stopped between Sophie and Jamie as the two teammates stared each other down. Looking at them, it would be hard-pressed to find a shred of team unity between the pair.

"I'm feeling nice today, so I'm going to ignore that remark. Now are we going to practice or are you going to try picking a fight you can't win?"

Though Jamie couldn't see it, Sophie was raising a sceptical eyebrow. She was almost exhausted from all the attention between the media, her family, and the animosity between her teammates. All Sophie really wanted was a half-decent day of practice to take her mind off of everything else. She could still remember the awkward conversation she had with her sister on the day the scandal had broken.

* * *

><p><em>"Sophie! Is it true that you and Ellen are maintaining a secret relationship behind your coach's back?"<em>

_The Runner sighed, still unable to believe the hailstorm that had erupted in a matter of hours. She was almost afraid to turn the TV on and see what the news was saying. All of a sudden it felt like there was a giant microscope on her personal affairs. Having Coach rail against them hadn't helped her mood. The sunny skies seemed far too contradictory to Sophie's current mood, which served to agitate her further._

_"No, Annie, Ellen and I are _not _in a relationship. Take my advice: never trust anyone else with secrets that involve you."_

_That was the first thing she had decided to learn. Jamie and her damned phone! Had the woman just kept track of her things – or, heaven forbid, put a padlock on her locker – none of this would have happened! What was more, the hybrid hadn't even bothered to apologize fully! The entire thing was Jamie's fault and yet she was catching far less flak from the press – if any at all – and was catching equal scorn from the team as Sophie and Ellen were. It just wasn't fair!_

_Her sister easily picked up on her agitation._

_"Do you want to order pizza tonight? Maybe we could watch movies?"_

_Sophie hesitated, and shook her head quickly._

_"It's ok, I'll make us dinner. We can definitely watch those movies though."_

_At least it was a quiet night. However her nerves were still frayed and she found it difficult to focus on the entertainment presented to her. Eventually, she wished her sister a good night, reminded her to do her homework, and holed herself up in her room. She could only imagine that tomorrow would only be worse, too. By then everybody who was anybody in the industry would have heard, and that included fans._

_Unsurprisingly, she found it hard to sleep that night._

* * *

><p>Thankfully, Jamie had shut up after Sophie's warning. However the runner knew the day wasn't over yet. As they were all ordered to run, Sophie felt the first stirrings of excitement. Now this she could do, and do it well. She started off in a slow jog first, not bothering to push herself. The others steadily drew ahead, and Sophie grinned. They wouldn't be ahead for long.<p>

Without even a warning, she exploded forward, racing along the track despite the armour she was wearing. Her strides ate the distance up easily, and she bypassed Jason and Jackson without issue. I might just set a new person-

Her thought was cut off at the sudden impact on her shin, and she cried out in alarm before tumbling to the ground, flipping over once or twice. Landing on her chest, the Runner jumped up in fury, whipping around to face the rest of Rampancy.

It wasn't hard to deduce what had happened. There sure as hell weren't any rocks to trip over, and the fact that Jamie was laughing uproariously tipped her off to exactly what had happened. Sophie stalked over to Jamie and shoved the hybrid as hard as she could, sending the other woman stumbling backwards.

"I was fine with being civil today, Jamie, but you're too much of an airhead to leave things alone, aren't you?! Probably like how you were too much of an airhead to keep track of your phone!"

The laughing had stopped by this point, and Jamie stalked right back up to Sophie, barely four inches between them.

"I'm not the one who accepted the dare, now am I? It sure isn't _me_ the whole world is laughing at!"

"And why are they focused on me? Because somebody else fucked up!"

"Hey!" Now Ellen entered the conversation, clearly fuming as well. "You think you're the only one putting up with this? I just got trapped in my building because an entire horde of reporters was blocking the exit! Don't act like you got off worse here!"

"Oh, so now _you_ want to start, Ellen?" Sophie challenged, clenching her fists. "I sure as hell didn't ask you to kiss me!"

"You might as well have since you asked for the dare!" Ellen retorted heatedly.

Sophie rolled her eyes.

"Oh yes, I asked for a dare that included us kissing. Oh wait, that was Jamie's idea! So whose fault is it really, Ellen?"

The two looked at Jamie, who stood slightly taller in the face of the two wronged women.

"No one ever made you two lovebirds actually _do_ the dare, you know," she said simply, her eyes narrowing as she spoke.

Sophie lunged for hybrid, but was stopped by Alex, whom had hooked his arm around her waist and was dragging her backwards.

"Not the time or the place," he said harshly.

"And it never will be," Anderson finally said, stepping in. His thunderous glance turned between the three quarrelling Rampancy members.

"I don't want another word out of the three of you on this matter for the rest of the session. Arika, take Jamie and work on conditioning. Ellen and Jason, I want you two to work on tactics for defence against Kiara and Jackson. Sophie, you and Alex can go over dodging tactics. Get to it, Rampancy."

The coach stalked off, but that didn't stop the chastised group of three from glaring at one another before separating to do their respective jobs. Another fight, and another rebuke; all because Ellen and Jamie were too stubborn to see beyond their own noses. Jamie was the one who'd brought them down. Until she received a proper apology, Sophie didn't see any way for training to go relatively smoothly again.

Actually, Sophie didn't see a lot of things going smoothly ever again.


	51. Chapter 50: The Board Can See You Now

**(A/N) Hey guys, sorry for the delay with this chapter, and for the delay with our updates of late. Came down with a touch of the 'flu a few weeks ago, and unfortunately it took hold pretty bad. Feeling better now though, and am slowly getting back into editing and updating, so updates should hopefully pick up in pace from here on out! **

**Also, for those that are looking forward to Lazer Team coming out (if you keep up with Rooster Teeth's productions), they've announced some of the cast list, and it's pretty awesome! So hyped for that film, and I hope you're all just as hyped for this chapter, which I'm going to leave you to now without further ado!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty – The Board Can See You Now<strong>

**Coach Anderson**

**Written by NicKenny**

* * *

><p>"<em>Let them think what they liked, but I didn't mean to drown myself. I meant to swim till I sank - but that's not the same thing." <em>

― Joseph Conrad, _The Secret Sharer and Other Stories_

* * *

><p>Anderson paced outside the room where the Board of Directors had just begun their meeting, waiting impatiently for them to call him in, already knowing that this wasn't going to be one of those ten-minute meetings where he's given a pat on the back and congratulated on the team's performance.<p>

After all, the last few weeks had been _far_ from rosy.

He feel the receptionist staring at him in irritation, as she was interrupted time and time again from her paperwork by his continual just-under-his-breath muttering, and his constant, unending shuffling from one side of the room to the other. Sighing to himself, and realising that his pacing wasn't helping, he sat down in one of the nearby chairs and grimaced in apology at the receptionist.

She ducked her head down slightly, apparently embarrassed that Anderson had noticed her irritation, and buried her nose into her paperwork. Smirking slightly at her embarrassment, Anderson turned to the stack of magazines next to him and began to leaf through an issue of _Space._

He couldn't get comfortable, though, as the chair was all metal, glass and sharp corners, and he continually shifted restlessly in his spot, leafing through the magazine aimlessly, barely taking in the information as his eyes scanned over the pages. To be honest, he was surprised magazines were still present in this day and age - how long ago had print media been declared dead, and the internet had taken over? Of course, after the Z6C bug, it wasn't that much of a surprise that people turned back to the previously defunct genre, and revived it. Ink and paper after all, weren't going to try to kill you.

_It's the damn suit_, he couldn't help thinking sourly, the itchy fabric near-unbearable against his skin. He knew he couldn't meet the Board in his usual attire, but why couldn't formal clothes be more comfortable? As a man who had sent most of his life either in jeans or in sweats – or armour – and slacks were simply something that he couldn't imagine ever getting used to, no matter how long he managed Grifball teams.

He had to wait for over an hour before the phone rang next to the receptionist, who answered it, looked up at him with a no-doubt long-practiced smile, and informed him that the Board would see him now. He stood up, self-consciously dusting the hated suit off, and nodded to her with a smile before pushing through the two huge doors, entering the Boardroom.

The Board sat before him, Brian Sadler seated at the very top of the long table, as the Chairman of the Board. A seat had been left empty for him near the end, and he settled down into it when Sadler signalled for him to take the seat.

"So, Mr Anderson, before we begin: have you anything to say for yourself?"

Anderson's grip on the armrests of his chair tightened somewhat, but he was used to Sadler's brusque, overly-aggressive way of speaking, and he just leant back in his seat slightly, his face impassive.

"Without knowing the context of why I've been called here, Mr Sadler, I'm afraid I can't comment."

A series of murmurs broke out across the table, as Board members leant across to mutter to each other, and Anderson already felt his heart begin to sink. The Board were looking for a fight, that much he could sense already, and Sadler's face clearly demonstrated it as it set into a frown at Anderson's words.

"Of course," the Chairman said slowly, his brows knotting together. "I'm sure it's difficult for you to ascertain which _one _thing we've called you in for, after the past few weeks."

_Ah, multiple things then. Well, isn't the next hour just going to be a joy? _

Anderson kept these thoughts to himself, however, waiting in silence for Sadler to say whatever he had to say. In his experience, that was usually the best policy to take. Trying to make excuses or to protest just gave them the power. This way he maintained the chance to counter.

"We're going to look over the current…debacle with two of our new players – Miss Rush and Miss Thompson – as we believe that their private life should remain just that. However, in the future we would like you to maintain greater control over your players, and the hope that you would encourage them to be more sensible in how the handle their affairs. After all, this kind of negative publicity does not tarnish only their own reputations, but also Rampancy's as a whole."

Anderson felt the need to break in here, before allowing the Chairman to utter anything further.

"So you believe that homosexuality will be something that will 'tarnish' our reputations? Isn't that just a little twentieth century, sir?"

Sadler merely sighed, and shook his head, as the other Board members shifted uncomfortably in their seats. "Of course not, Mr Anderson, that is the last thing on my mind. However, I think we've reached the point where having a photograph taken of yourself in a compromising position is not easily dismissible to a moment of stupidity. Actions have consequences, and when you're in the public spotlight, the stakes are inevitably raised."

Anderson inclined his head stiffly, accepting his rebuke. After all, it was nothing that he hadn't expressed to the team himself already. However, their expectation that he could somehow 'control' what his players did rankled him. They were grown men and women – he could threaten and cajole them, but at the end of the day, he couldn't stop them if they were set on doing something stupid. All he could do was try to pick up the pieces afterwards, and, coming to think about it, didn't they have a PR team to handle this kind of shit?

"And the other matters?" he asked, remembering the emphasis Sadler had placed on "one" earlier, still tensed, waiting with a quiet, sullen sense of expectation.

There was brief murmuring around the table, and Sadler glanced to one of the other members of the Board – a short, balding man with thick-rimmed spectacles, dressed in a crisp, expensive-looking ash suit – who cleared his throat uncomfortably.

Anderson turned to him, his eyebrows knotting together. His name was Ian Tyrell, and he was a highly successful investment banker from Reach. That was pretty much all that Anderson knew about him, and he wasn't sorry about that. He tried to keep clear of the Board as a matter of principle – the less he had to do with them, in his opinion, the better.

Tyrell shuffled the papers in front of himself for a moment, before looking up at Anderson and meeting his gaze. "Not to beat around the bush," he began, in a clipped tone that bore a trace of a Hungarian accent, "but we're displeased with the recent run of results. The loss against Droppods was simply the final straw."

The coach rolled his eyes, something that was clearly noticed by Tyrell, whose eyes tightened slightly in response, and his tone grew sharper.

"Our current positions in both the league and cup are, quite frankly, unacceptable. With the loss to Droppods, it seems highly unlikely that we'll progress to the knock-out stages, and that, quite naturally, is a big problem. The amount of money involved in television and advertising deals for those matches is imperative to the successful management of this club. Without it, we start to face real problems in regards to our financing. If Rampancy's form continues down this path, we will–"

"You will what?" Coach Anderson said coolly, interrupting. "You'll _fire_ me?"

He laughed – a dark, humourless action, which brought the tension in the room to an even more tangible level.

"I'm sorry," he continued, smiling grimly. "Forgive me if I fail to take threats of that kind seriously. If you _really _believed that there was someone out there who could do this job better than I can, they'd be the one standing here, and not me. The fact _is _that I'm the only person that can do this, and I know you all know that, so let's cut the crap and get to the point."

He took a deep breath, and took a moment to look each separate Board member in the eye.

"Our results lately haven't been great – I accept that. However, you've all got to accept that we've lost several players from last season, and the ones that we have brought it – while extremely talented – are _still _relatively wet around the ears. We're still a work in progress, and our full potential still is far from being reached at this moment. However, our results _will _improve, that I can guarantee you all. I'm just asking you to have some patience."

Looking around and suddenly feeling a bit self-conscious, he shrugged and tilted his head slightly to the left. "After all the years I've given to this team, is that really so much to ask for?"

* * *

><p>Anderson walked through the streets of downtown Austin, his Rampancy cap pulled down firmly over his head and his collar turned up, successfully disguising his features. At least, that's what he reckoned, and no one stopped him to ask for an autograph or to take a picture with him, which certainly would have happened if anyone had recognised him.<p>

Grifball was a big-money sport, after all, and Austin were firmly behind Rampancy. There had been many times that Anderson had thanked his lucky stars for the way in which the city, or rather, the people living in the city, championed the team, sticking with them through thick and thin, but there had been just as many times when their ferocious fanaticism had worn him down.

Now, certainly, was not a time for meeting and greeting fans. Now was a time to keep out of sight, and out of mind. Thankfully, years of celebrity had made Coach Anderson very, very good at avoiding notice when he wanted to, and now was no exception. To all those around him, he was just another person, of no significance to their everyday lives. Of course, not that he _really _was anyway, but Grifball really mattered to some people, and who was he to turn away their hero-worship.

After all, he had to put up with all the abuse that came with the job.

City life went on about him unperturbed, and he took solace in it, looking around as a man ran to catch up with a bus, failed, and was then soaked in brown, muddied water as a car flew by, running through the growing puddle at the edge of the road. The man's furious cursing began to die down as Anderson walked away, shivering slightly beneath his coat as the misty breeze cut through him, beginning to soak through his coat with a worrying speed.

He picked up pace, though his heat sank lower and lower the further he travelled, and his growing depression wasn't entirely due to the weather. He couldn't even bring it into his heart to be angry with Sadler and the other Directors, because their complaints had merit. And what was worse, while he may have made a good plea before the Board, he really didn't know how he was going to fix Rampancy's problems.

If they would only _listen _to him – but no, that wasn't the problem. His players always listened to him, growing silent when he spoke, nodding away throughout, the information going swiftly through one ear, and then, just as swiftly, out the other. They respected him, they trusted him – to some extent, at least – but they weren't going to do what he told them to, oh no, not if they knew better. Forget the fact that, whatever their beliefs, all of their problems had been experienced by other people in the past, by other Rampancy players, and that, if they would let him, he could help them.

But no, they were all determined to sort out their own problems, and that determination only grew stronger the deeper a hole they dug for themselves.

He sighed as he walked by a building covered in UNSC recruitment posters, beginning to peel at the edges, underneath the fluctuating rain and scorching sun. He glanced at them sullenly, before turning away, burdened by enough uncomfortable thoughts at the moment, and not willing to take _that _dark road through memory lane. Right at this moment, as hard as it was to admit to himself, he just didn't know what to do. And even worse, he didn't know if he'd ever know what to do.

He sighed again and shrugged that thought away as he caught sight of the building that served as his destination, he glanced around wearily, satisfying himself that he wasn't being followed. _Discretion is the better part of valour, and whatnot,_ he thought, butchering the proverb, before ducking underneath the rain sheet above the entrance, framed beneath the bright pink neon sign, proclaiming the name of the building – The Tabernacle – to all those before it.

He paused outside the entrance, his fingers twitching slightly, looking around somewhat uncomfortably at the other people walking in and out, before shaking his head slightly, sighing, and marching in.
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**(A/N) Hey guys, time for another update for Grifball: Running Rampant, and this one is a Kiara Thomas chapter, written by the wonderful Minaethiel. As of our Phase Two: Betrayal update yesterday, we have surpassed the 1,000,000 word count for our entire array of fics combined! As a result, we will be opening applications for our next fic – an Avengers/Hunger Games fic – today, and will be looking for as many new writers as possible to join our little team, so if you're interested either PM me or keep an eye on our forum, The Freelancer Collaboration, over the next few days.**

**Oh, and guess what – not only is the Hunger Games: Mockingjay Part One trailer out, but as of last night, so is the Avengers: Age of Ultron trailer, so head on over to YouTube to check both out and get those creative juices flowing!**

**Hope you enjoy this chapter, and hope some of you will apply for our new fic!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-One – From the Ashes of the Old<strong>

**Kiara Thomas**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"Sometimes things have to go wrong in order to go right<em>." – Sherrilyn Kenyon

* * *

><p>"And that's another score for Castle! The score is currently two points for Castle, to one point, for Rampancy!"<p>

Watching from the spectator booths reserved for coaches and substitute players, I frowned in concern. This was not Rampancy's day. In fact, it hadn't been Rampancy's day in a long time. The fallout from our truth or dare game was still being felt in every aspect of our routine – games, practices…anything and everything was overshadowed by those damned pictures. It didn't help that the three women involved had had a veritable screaming match during a previous practice. As it stood now, none of them were really friendly to each other. The tense atmosphere at practices now was even worse since Jackson had slipped back into his old habits. I hadn't thought it was possible for me to hate going to practice as I did now, but I guess I shouldn't have been surprised. Morale among the whole team was low, and I could almost see the tempers waiting to break.

Fighting among teammates was nothing to be surprised at – we had been at each other's throats in one way or another ever since Arika, Ellen, and I had arrived – but this was extreme even for us. Ellen was beside me on the bench, her knuckles white as she clenched her hands together, her eyes fixed on the field. On the other side of me was Jamie, and next to Coach Anderson sat Sophie. None of them had even glanced at each other, though from the tension in their bodies, it was obvious that they were very aware of each other's presence. Nowadays, the most comfort I got was talking to Will. He was clearly happy with where he was at, but I couldn't help but wish he had stayed with Rampancy. Maybe then the environment wouldn't feel so hostile. Of course he was quick to sympathize with the mood after everything he had seen and heard about from either the press, or myself, but for once his reassurances of normalcy hadn't helped much.

Down on the field another round was starting. I could recognize each of them- Jackson, Alex, Jason, and Arika. From the way Jackson was bowing his head and shooting glances at the others, I could imagine he was giving frustrated orders to everyone else. Everyone in the box could hear the conversations going on between the team, but I had opted out of receiving a headset for myself. Listening to Jackson's barked orders would probably be beneficial for learning more strategies, but I couldn't bring myself to feed from Rampancy's discord.

The starting ring sounded and I watched as Arika and Jason set up with Alex and Jackson for an inside/outside launch. I flinched at how big of a risk it was. The last time I had been a part of it, the launch had gone wrong. If it wasn't perfect, both of the launched players would end up on either side of the court.

Unfortunately, it wasn't Rampancy's lucky day.

I watched, flinching as Jason's hammer came down a mere millisecond before Arika's did. Alex went flying left, while Jackson shot off towards the right. I didn't need a headset to imagine the irritation boiling through the team. Castle was quick to take advantage of the failure too. Their Runner didn't even need the spawn bonk they had set up to reach the bomb first. Plucking the bomb up, the Castle Runner fell back behind his teammates, whom were going forward to meet Arika in the middle. Jason whipped out his sword, his eyes clearly trained on the orange player weaving back and forth behind his line of defence. Jackson was moving quickly to regroup with Arika and keep the heat off of Jason's defence. Alex, meanwhile, was playing a game of chicken with Castle's Tank.

I felt myself grimace and lean forward as the Tank finally slammed his hammer down and sent Alex respawning. The Runner moved to regroup with the Tank, and both players began moving up the field. Arika got distracted for a split second to call them out, and was shoved to the ground by the handle of the Hybrid's hammer. Hissing in sympathy, I watched Alex and Jason group together to stop the Runner and his guardian. However, the Tank was having none of it. Using his hammer like a broom, he swept the handle under the feet of both of the men. Jason leapt over it easily; sword flashing forward, but Alex fell forward onto the floor. The Castle Runner took the opportunity of Jason being distracted to shoot past, and the crowd roared as Castle scored yet another point.

Looking at the scoreboard, which was flashing a three-one lead over Rampancy, made my stomach twist in nervous butterflies. Our loss to the Drop Pods had been a hard one to swallow, and losing to Castle now would do nothing to help the team get back on its feet.

"Come on guys… you can do it," I murmured.

During the next round I actually started to believe those words. This time Jackson and Alex teamed up for a spawn bonk that went off beautifully. Castle had an equally successful launch, and I bit my lip nervously. Getting tied up in the middle would cause the game to go on forever if neither team made a mistake. To my surprise, Alex brought out his hammer, while the Castle Runner retrieved their sword.

_Alex, what are you doing?_

The answer came seconds later. As Alex's momentum forward began to slow, he raised his hammer and slammed it down. The force sent him into the air, and the Castle Runner, thinking he had gone too high to be a threat, went for the bomb. Instead, Alex landed right behind him and drove the blade of his hammer into the Runner's back. Ellen leapt up and shouted in glee, and a smile crept up on me as well as Alex snatched up the fallen bomb. That was a clever move on Alex's part, and hopefully it wouldn't be a wasted manoeuvre.

From the way Arika and Jackson were coordinating, it seemed like the score was in the bag. Both players matched the other move for move, shoving Castle back and manoeuvring them into a place so Alex and Jason could make a break for it. When the pair of non-combatants finally had their chance, there was no hesitation. The roar of the crowd's approval was easily audible as Alex and Jason streaked away, followed only by a Hybrid that had managed to slip past Arika and Jackson's net of defence. Alex waved with one hand for Jason to fall back and deal with their pursuer, and the other man swapped out his sword in favour of the hammer. The Hybrid had no qualms about trying to kill Jason, but Jason himself had to be careful to give Alex enough time to score the bomb.

The Hybrid slammed his hammer down and Jason hopped back, his own gravity hammer held defensively. An echoing boom rang through the stadium, and we leapt up with the crowd as another point flicked on the scoreboard for Rampancy. Maybe we really _could_ pull off this win, despite all of the tension.

Unfortunately, things took a sharp downhill turn from there. To give Arika and Jason a chance to rest up a bit, Coach sent Ellen and Jamie down to fill in their roles. While trying to keep Castle back, Jamie slipped up and accidentally killed the Castle tank, who respawned in time to slam Alex into the ground with his hammer. Castle took advantage of the lapse to push against the furious defence Jackson was trying to maintain, and the Runner managed to slip by for an easy score when Castle's Defender tripped Ellen up.

The next round began well enough, with Jackson and Jamie pulling off a flawless inside/outside launch to throw Alex and Ellen forward. Ellen was the first to reach the score plate and slammed her hammer down to fend off Castle's Runner, and Alex plucked the bomb up and melted behind Jackson and Jamie defensively. The clash in the middle grew into one giant brawl, neither team giving an edge, and the Castle Runner was also standing back, making sure Alex didn't make a break for it. Finally, Castle seemed to slip up. Their Hybrid stumbled as he jumped back from Jamie's swing, and fell to the ground. The Rampancy Hybrid pressed the advantage and shoved the handle of her hammer into the Tank that was dancing with Jackson, and Ellen managed to manoeuvre the other Defender into tripping over his fallen Hybrid. Had I been the Castle Runner, I would've been nervous, especially when Alex and Ellen came barrelling straight towards him.

The slam of a hammer caught my attention, and I drew in a sharp breath of worry. Upon seeing the tangled knot of his teammates, the Castle Tank team killed both the Hybrid and Defender, before turning his attention to Jackson. One swing sent the Rampancy Hybrid respawning, and the Tank whirled around to deal with Jamie in the same fashion. Then he turned and moved to box the remaining two Rampancy players up with his now respawned team.

Minutes later, Castle had scored their fourth point. A grim heaviness had set over all of us watching, and the frustration on the field was beginning to shoot up yet again. I bit my lip in nervousness, the intensity of the habit increasing when Coach Anderson dipped his head slightly and mumbled something under his breath. _Come on, guys, get it together…_ However there was no way for them to hear the thought, and ten minutes later, the end of the game was signalled when Castle scored their final point. I sighed, and I didn't bother to hide my disappointment.

_Another loss_.

No team could really expect to have a perfect record all season, but with every other problem plaguing Rampancy these days, these losses were a mere symptom of the inner turmoil we were dealing with.

As expected, I could hear the bickering between the players before they even entered the room. Jamie and Jackson were the first to appear, and while Jackson was berating her performance, Jamie was sniping back with her usual inflammatory commentary. Jason and Alex were in back. I could never read anything on Alex's face nowadays, but Jason clearly looked irritated at the loss. It definitely didn't help when Sophie sighed in irritation. I could easily tell that it had been because of the bickering pair of Hybrids, but to Jamie, it seemed like a personal slight and she immediately snapped her glares to Sophie. Just when I thought yet another fight would break out, Coach Anderson stood and gestured to the bench.

"Sit down. All of you," he ordered, in a tone that left no room for argument.

The returning players quickly made it a point to sit away from people that they had friction with, and I ended up functioning as a blockade between Ellen and Alex, and Jackson. For a minute, Coach just paced in front of us, before stopping and sighing, pinching the bridge of his nose. For once he seemed at a loss of words, and I didn't take that as a good sign for what was to come.

"Rampancy. I don't care if you're a man or a woman; all of you make up this team. However lately, you all seem to be anything _but_ a team. Arguing before, during, and after both games _and_ practices; feeding into tensions that shouldn't be there in the first place, and acting like you're all forced to be here. _Forced_. Not a word I'd think to use in this level of play. I'm sure each of you has a reason for being here in this room right now as a player instead of a spectator, so would you care to enlighten me? Because, quite frankly, I'm beginning to wonder why any of you are here at this moment."

His eyes flicked to the end of the bench, to where Alex was.

"Cross? Your reason for being here."

I could practically feel the team shift their gazes from the walls or the floor to look at him. Suddenly nervous, he cast a wary look around before responding with, "personal reasons," in a tone that meant he wasn't going to go beyond that.

Surprise laced through me. Alex had never been one for secrets, even with his recluse behaviour. To hear him keeping one now – his reason for playing no less – was strange. At first my thoughts led to it being something he just kept from the newer members of the team, but then, Jackson looked puzzled as well, and he and Alex had been best friends for years. If not even Jackson knew then it must've been something _really_ personal.

Nevertheless, Coach accepted the answer with a nod and motioned to Ellen, whom didn't break eye contact with our irate team coach.

"My parents have always been so supportive of me no matter what choices I made. I want to make them proud whenever I'm on that field. And also," she added with a small laugh, "I bet some of my old friends that I could become super successful."

I could tell she was trying to make everyone feel a little less of that doom and gloom mood, and I shot her a thankful look. Arika had a small smile on her face now, though everyone else seemed to be wearing poker faces. Turning to look at Coach again, I noticed him watching me expectantly. Unlike Ellen, I felt kind of silly for my reason for playing – almost like I was still a kid playing dress up.

"Well… my brother Brian and I, while growing up, would always talk about being part of our own pro team for Grifball. He moved on from that, but I still loved the sport enough to keep playing; I wanted to play with Maverick, or against them since they're my favourite team," I knew I was at the edge of a nervous ramble and cut myself off at that point.

I didn't bother looking around to see what the other reactions would be. I guess a small part of me was nervous for what I would see. Regardless, Coach deemed the answer acceptable and moved on to Jackson. The Rampancy captain was stone silent and returned Coach's look confidently. After a few seconds, during which there was a lack of an answer, Coach beckoned him.

"And you, Jackson? What made you first play Grifball?"

To his credit, Jackson's brow furrowed in thought. I felt myself grow surprised once more; I had always thought Jackson played for the perks, as shallow of a judgment that seemed to be.

"It was expected of me; the men in my family have always played Grifball."

Coach smirked slightly, and said knowingly, "That's not why you continue to play. So tell me Jackson, why do _you_ play? I don't care why your family plays."

The captain once again fell silent, staring absently at the wall for a minute or so before coming back with an answer.

"I don't know. I guess it's just for a few minutes – perhaps hours if the game is good – there is nothing else that matters except your team, the opposition, and the bomb. The rest of the world may as well be invisible when I'm playing."

That… was definitely not an answer I was expecting from Jackson. It seemed extremely Zen, at least to my ears. In some ways I could understand it. The only thing that mattered was who came out on top, and who had the drive to accomplish the victory. It really explained a lot of his past behaviour.

Jason was sitting next to Jackson, and he seemed fairly unbothered as compared to the rest of the team. Unlike the lapses between some answers, he had one ready to go, and he delivered it with cool confidence.

"Well, I played Grifball in school. It seemed pretty fun, so I just continued to play. It's icing on the cake to be able to make a living off of it."

Sophie, Arika, and Jamie were the last three, and I had to admit, the motivations for everyone so far had been interesting to hear, and had definitely created some puzzles, at least in Alex's case. Sophie looked unconcerned as she sat with her legs crossed. Her nonchalant air gave nothing away, and her answer surprised me.

"I'm poor, and I play Grifball well." She shrugged and looked expectantly at Arika, whom was hesitating ever so slightly. Curiosity welled up in me at what answer Arika had that would make her stop for a minute before voicing her response.

"My older brother played Grifball, and he was pretty good at it. We both were pretty close, and I started playing to make him proud of me. I had always been interested in Grifball, but it didn't become something I actively sought to play until later on."

Jamie was the last one to answer. I didn't know what to expect from her, but I figured it would be a fairly heated answer judging from the look on her face. Her response, however, was not near as heated as I expected.

"I started playing Grifball in school after I got an offer from a local team. I kept playing – partially because I liked it, and partially because I wanted to prove my father wrong about women not being able to play." She shot a sharp look at Jackson from where she was seated. "I intend to continue proving that women _can_ play."

Jackson snorted at her look, shaking his head. Coach's glance swapped between the two, irritation the ruling emotion on his face.

"It is this kind of behaviour," he said sternly, "that is ruining this game for me. Every little thing you all disagree on becomes some form of personal war, and each of your arguments just pushes this team further apart than it already is! At the beginning of this season, I had high hopes for all of you. Our pre-season was fantastic, despite the setbacks that we had, and you all seemed to really be pulling together as a team. I believed that we could go all the way to the top and take the championship by storm! Nowadays it's getting harder and harder for me to work with all of you because of all the fighting. All of you in some way have contributed to the environment we have now, and I want it fixed. If you aren't going to put in the effort to play your best and come together as a team, I don't know why I should try to help you be some of the best players the league has to offer. As it is right now… you're proving to be some of the worst Grifball has to offer when it comes to your behaviour towards each other."

Glancing down the bench line, some of the others had either gone slack – from fury, embarrassment, or shame I didn't know – while some were making it a point to find the floor very interesting. I myself looked at everything and everyone _except _for Coach. He was right. We hadn't been acting as teammates should towards one another. With the scandal, and our sudden streak of losses, emotions were snapping between everyone. How long would it be until we completely tore apart? Coach Anderson looked around at all of us, raising an eyebrow.

"Can you all do it? Can you work together to be the team I _know _you can be? Or would you rather the press continue to report on the downward spiral of Rampancy?"

Looking at everyone, I could see varying degrees of shame and anger. Whether they were angry with the press, at themselves, or even at Coach, I couldn't be sure. Embarrassment was clear from the burning of my own cheeks, but I was angry too at how quick everyone else was to shove us aside after a few defeats. Were they thinking along the same lines that Coach was? That we were nothing but a ragtag group of players forced to be in the game?

_No._

And I could see the same line of thinking dawning on the faces of everyone else. We would not be cast away so easily. All of us may have been brought together by different motivations, but our will to win was what united us as a team. At least, that's how I saw it. It would be nice to be able to think of the entire team as somewhat of a family, but we weren't close enough for that, not yet at least.

"We can do it, Coach," Alex spoke up. He looked down the line and then back up at Anderson. "We all owe you that much, at least."

A murmur of agreement could be heard, and I nodded along with the rest of the team, unsure of what to say. Anderson seemed to sense the newfound unity and nodded.

"You can tell me what you can do, but I'll believe it when I see it. Prove to me you're worth believing in. Prove to everyone doubting you that you're a team to be proud of. We have a lot of work to do between now and the next game. Go rest up and meet me bright and early for practice."

The dismissal was clear. The aura in the locker room was calmer than it had been for days. For the first time in a while there was no hostility directed towards anyone, at least not in the women's locker room. More than anything it seemed thoughtful.

Leaving the stadium that day, I felt both driven and conflicted. I wanted to prove that I deserved to be in the pro leagues, and on Rampancy, but with the mixing pot the team was, it was a question of whether or not we could all get along well enough to win. With our next game against the New Mombasa Bossanova Bosses lingering, I felt the pressure hit me more than it had before.

Standing outside in the chilly late fall weather, I debated whether or not to walk or ask one of the others for a ride. After a minute of thought, I decided to walk, thinking it would be best to leave the others to their thoughts. Though I had plenty of money saved away for a car, I much preferred walking or taking the bus. It was all-around healthier for the environment and myself. Plus, walking gave me plenty of time to think. However at the sound of a car honk, I turned around with a jump, surprised to hear the horn break the soothing silence.

Alex looked mildly amused as he pulled up alongside of me, though it was clear from the subdued look in his eyes that the effects of Coach's speech still lingered.

"Kiara, it's been months; shouldn't you be done with walking by now?" he questioned with a lazy half-smile.

I shrugged, offering him a small smile. Alex had been making an effort to be more sociable as of late with the rest of us, which I was grateful for. It made things less awkward when everyone was conversing together.

"I don't really like driving. I mean, I can do it, but walking keeps me in better shape. And it's a nice workout before and after practice too."

"Well it's after a game, and I think you can afford one day of sitting down. Come on, I'll give you a ride."

I considered politely turning him down, but then, talking to someone else would be a nice change of pace. In addition to that, I didn't really feel like trying to answer any questions for reporters if I ran into any. Nodding to Alex in thanks, I went around and climbed into the passenger seat.

"So, that move you pulled off with the hammer in the fifth round was really clever. I hadn't thought to use the hammer as a springboard before," I began, trying to start a non-inflammatory conversation.

The remark earned me a satisfied smirk.

"I hadn't either until that moment really. It seemed like a good idea at the time; I'm glad I was proved correct. I wish I could've seen Mason's face. Oh, Mason Lopez is Castle's Runner," he clarified at my confused look.

I nodded, smiling a bit wider.

"I imagine it would be one of complete and utter shock, Alex. He didn't even have time to react. We may have lost, but that was a great play."

"Too bad it didn't matter in the end," he said with barely suppressed disappointment.

I bit my lip, curiosity eating me away. The game seemed a small matter compared to the impromptu team meeting we had had. Taking a bracing breath, I asked as carefully as possible, "Why didn't you want to share your reason for playing Grifball with everyone? Keeping secrets just seems weird for you."

Silence reigned in the car. Alex had gotten a noticeably darker look on his face. It wasn't anger, but I couldn't identify the emotion. Feeling like I'd taken a misstep in the conversation, I leaned back.

"Well… it's ok if you don't want to talk about… whatever it is. If you ever need someone to talk to though, you can just come on over and I'll listen," I promised earnestly. Alex and I weren't all that close, but it seemed like he needed someone to talk to. Judging by the only sound in the car being the music on the radio, however, I quickly understood that he had no inclination to talk about whatever was eating at him.

"So, how do you think we'll do against the Bossanova Bosses?" I inquired curiously.

"Had you asked me that earlier, my outlook wouldn't have been so great. Now after that whole talk I think we may just beat them down. Maybe. It depends on whether or not people get their acts together."

"I know we can do it," I said confidently.

He looked amused again, which I could hear, as he said, "Well hopefully you're right. Hopefully everything goes completely according to-"

* * *

><p>"-plan. Ellen, you launch Sophie at the start of the round. Kiara and I will go and try to lock the middle of the court down. Ellen, make sure to keep an eye on the runner. If we lose possession of the bomb, Sophie can help Kiara and I get it back while you guard the goal. We'll try to herd him right to you if we can. No screw ups this time," Jackson warned, referring to our current tied game at four to four, and the plays that had led us to such a close match. This next point would make or break us. As the only man on the field for Rampancy, I could imagine he was feeling a lot more tense than usual. It sure showed in his snappy orders.<p>

Nevertheless, we all gave breathless affirmatives. The game had been going on for over an hour and a half, and we'd been switching out numerous times in an effort to keep us all from dropping halfway through the game. Now we were back to our original line-up, and our two rounds had netted us a single score. I adjusted my grip on my hammer, breathing in a breath that sent adrenalin spinning through my veins.

The starting signal was given a mere second later, and I bolted forward, the roar of the crowd and the breathing of my teammates the only sounds I could hear. I saw Sophie shoot past me, and the Bossanova runner also flew ahead of his team. Sophie pulled out her sword, fully ready for a fight, and the loud crash of plasma signalled that she had one. I heard Jackson swear, and he motioned to me as the rest of the Bossanova team caught up to the runner.

"Kiara, go launch Ellen over here. Ellen, tell us when you're airborne."

I was confused as to why he'd order such a strange thing, but I was too keyed up to question him. I veered back towards Ellen as Jackson and Sophie fended off the four players in the middle, and figured Jackson wanted the launch done as soon as possible, so there was no hesitation as Ellen rushed to meet me. She was obviously thinking the same thing as she leapt out to my side, and I swung my hammer to the ground as hard as I could. The resounding cry of excitement told me I had been successful.

"I'm airborne!"

Ellen was practically flying towards the clustered group in the middle like a torpedo. Jackson quickly manoeuvred out of her path, and he ordered Sophie to do the same. Together, the two of them forced the four members of the Bosses together. Ellen guessed what she was supposed to do and pulled out her hammer. When she was in range, she slammed her hammer down, forcing her to stop. Jackson also slammed his hammer down, and between the two they demolished the whole of the opposing team with no effort. The roar of the crowd was substantial as the four respawned players got their bearings and rushed forward. By this time, Sophie had snatched the bomb and was coming back to join me.

"Good call Jackson," Sophie complimented. "That was almost too easy."

"Thanks," he said simply, mildly surprised at the praise. "Let's focus and get this done," he continued as our opponents rushed us. Without missing a beat he began giving us orders.

"Ellen, I want you to stick with Sophie. Kiara and I will clear the way. The second you see an opportunity to run go for it. If anyone breaks away, we'll warn you."

Jackson didn't bother waiting for an affirmative as he hefted his gravity hammer and rushed forward. I came up to his side and tried to concentrate on reading the other players. Ellen and Sophie were back just a bit, and when the crowd started cheering again, I watched them shoot by us. The Bossanova Hybrid moved to pursue, but I swept my hammer to trip him up while he was distracted, leaping back to avoid the frantic energy sword swing of the Runner.

Ellen and Sophie remained unopposed, and the explosion that rocked the stadium had me letting loose a breath I hadn't known I was holding. Whistles and cheers filled the stadium, and I raised my hammer happily, elation filling me. We'd won! It had been a hard fought victory, and far too close for comfort, but we'd done it! Jogging over to meet Ellen and Sophie, I swung my hammer on my back and practically crushed them in a hug.

"You guys were _awesome!_ Can you believe we did it?"

Laughing, they unhinged themselves from the hug.

"Coach's speech was like an ultimatum. Besides, I couldn't be called out like that and not prove that I can play this sport with my eyes closed," Sophie said, removing her helmet to flash us all a victorious smirk.

"Did you actually have your eyes closed for the whole game?" Ellen questioned jokingly.

"Just for the last five yards," Sophie responded.

That sent all of us into a gleeful gale of laughter. Removing my own helmet, I hooked it on my back and jogged to catch up to Jackson.

"Hey," I called, tapping his arm. "That was a great play back there. I never would have thought of it."

He had tensed slightly, but was relaxing somewhat as we walked.

"You didn't do too badly either. Good work with that Hybrid near the end." He didn't sound too grudging about the compliment either, which sent a thrill of pride through me. Next game we'd do even better!

Coach and the rest of the team met us in the spectators' box, and he nodded, a small smile on his face.

"You might just prove everyone wrong yet, Rampancy. Good work out there today. We've got a lot of work to do between now and the next game, but if you continue like this we should be a force to be reckoned with. Get cleaned up and head on home. I expect you all to be at the stadium bright and early for training for our game against Sonar. They're visiting all the way from Mars to meet you," he added. "Show them how an Earth team does Grifball."

There were a few snickers among our little group, and a couple of the others smiled, amusement making itself known. It was a far cry from our previous experience.

* * *

><p>Coach was not lying about having a lot of work to do.<p>

Day after day we voluntarily worked ourselves into the ground. No one really complained about the routine, and even if we did no one was offering us any allowances. All of us shared the burning need not just to welcome Sonar accordingly, but also to prove to Coach that we could demolish the competition as a team. More often than not I stayed after practice to do a few more exercises before heading home, and occasionally I'd have company while I worked, which made for decent conversation on occasion.

One such day occurred when Jason stayed behind. For a few minutes it was just a comfortable silence, save for the whirring of the exercise machines. With how much I ran I was fairly unconcerned about increasing my endurance. Instead I was punishing myself with pull-ups, sweat dripping down my brow even after the brief respite after practice. Jason had taken to running on a treadmill, his feet pounding to keep up with the pace he had set. After a few moments of silence he turned and looked at me.

"So, have you looked into Sonar?" Jason questioned.

I pulled myself up, a curious look crossing my face.

"Nope, I haven't seen anything on them. Have you?"

He frowned slightly, looking mildly perturbed at having to explain his knowledge on the team.

"They're supposed to be a good team over on Mars. Their captain, Hunter Brady, is supposed to be one of the top ranked Runners over on the planet. His team isn't a bunch of pushovers either, though I heard their best hybrid is out with an injury. "

"Yet you don't seem worried," I observed. "In fact you seem pretty calm considering we're supposedly facing a top Runner on the field."

"Why wouldn't I be?" he scoffed. "We've got a couple top ranked players too, and the rest of us aren't pushovers either. If anything, _they_ should be scared about facing _us_. We'll send them back to Mars recounting the Grifball beating of their lives."

I giggled, dropping from the bar in an effort to catch my breath. "Well I'll be sure to send them your warm greetings in the game, Jason."

"Good. I'd hate for them to feel unwelcome after all." He chuckled, smirking as he returned to running. I leapt up to take the bar yet again, and I strained to pull myself up again. For the next half hour it was fairly quiet, with one of us making the odd conversational comment. By the time I left, I was feeling much more confident in our upcoming game. We wouldn't just win: we'd blow them away.

* * *

><p>I supposed I shouldn't have been surprised when Sonar scored the first point of the game. Jason had been right about Brady being a top ranked Runner; he had managed to evade Ellen with ease as he feinted expertly, outrunning her to our goal. Hefting my hammer, I returned to the starting position, glancing down the line at the team. Jackson and Alex had iron grips on their weapons, while Ellen was adjusting the grip on her sword. Jackson looked down the line and then back to the opposing team before letting out a breath.<p>

"Ok, forget the launch. Remember what Will's team pulled on us during one of our early training matches? Hammers out; we're making a blockade. The second we get the bomb, I want Kiara and Ellen with me to move up the field. When we hold the middle, you'll break off to escort Alex, Ellen."

"Jackson?" I questioned hesitantly. "Shouldn't we just launch? Our strategy was for a three on three game, and we didn't have to deal with an entire team rushing us at one time."

He looked over at me, and I could imagine his heavy gaze through his visor.

"A blockade will be fine. We should be able to handle it. Get your hammers out and ready. Be sure to watch your splash zone and make sure you don't catch one of your teammates."

I hesitated a bit more, pondering whether or not to disagree again, but I ended up murmuring an assent instead. I wasn't team captain, nor was I as tactically gifted as Arika or Jackson. It wasn't really my place to question such plays. The starting horn sounded, and I had to fight the urge to rush forward and stay in line with the rest of the team. Sonar did exactly as expected – launching their Runner forward and gaining possession of the bomb.

From then on, or at least until we got possession, I was anticipating an intense standoff. To my surprise, however, they flat out rushed. Hunter made one motion to his Hybrid, and immediately the pair set up a launch that sent the opposing Runner flying into the air. The stadium lights were bright enough to hide him from view. Jackson swore.

"Watch the front! Alex, get your sword out and deal with him! Ellen and Kiara, keep the rest of Sonar back with me!"

Once again, hesitation seized me. I was right in front of the goal. Alex was next to me, but I didn't think he'd have a good enough angle to take the Sonar Runner down. Abruptly I swung my hammer on my back and brought my sword to life with a flash of plasma. If Alex couldn't get the angle, I had to pick up the slack.

"Kiara! What the hell are you doing?!"

Jackson sounded incredulous, but there was no time to explain what was going on as Hunter came into view. Gritting my teeth, I turned around so my back was to the rest of the field, and leapt up. Hunter came falling past, and I drove my sword forward into his back, sending us both to the ground. The bomb fell from his hands as he respawned, and I leapt up in time to see Alex haphazardly slam his hammer down as he ripped it off of his back hastily. I felt it slam down onto my legs and I cried out, but he had managed to also bring down two of Sonar's players.

Upon respawning, I noticed that Ellen had dealt with the last Sonar player, and Alex had scooped up the bomb.

"Kiara! They almost scored because of you! What were you thinking?"

"I was thinking that Alex didn't have the proper angle and I did. I stopped him, didn't I?"

He grunted in reply, neither confirming nor denying my reasoning, and I almost sighed in annoyance. However there was no time for that – we had a match to win. Sprinting forward, I charged alongside Ellen in an effort to catch up to Jackson, whom was rushing Sonar with his hammer. Flicking my sword off, I swung my gravity hammer into my hands, adjusting the hold until I was confident I could get the most power out of it.

The battle because a fairly furious one, but before long, Jackson and I had gotten a rhythm that forced Sonar out of our way. Alex and Ellen broke away as planned, sprinting madly towards the goal. The Sonar Defender whipped his sword out to challenge Alex, but Ellen rushed forward, her own sword poised and ready. Blocking the opposing defender's attempt at spearing Alex, she shoved him back, and then I had to turn my attention back to the centre. Hunter was busy trying to get past Jackson, his Tank backing him up. I was dealing with the Hybrid. Thankfully, just as the Hybrid managed to catch me with his hammer, Alex slammed the bomb down on the score plate.

After that, the rest of the game flew by.

Round three, four, and five belonged solely to us. When we got possession of the bomb, we were an unstoppable force. Score after score was thrown in our favour; Sonar never got the chance to up their own score. Ellen was the one who delivered the final point that put the last nail in Sonar's coffin. The roaring of the crowd was the only thing I could hear as my adrenaline faded. I smiled as I replaced my helmet on my back. We'd won yet again, and we'd destroyed the competition.

"Well, I think our losing streak is over," Alex remarked with a smirk. "Now we have something to hit the clubs for!"

"We could have a team celebration!" I piped up excitedly, eyes bright with the potential for a fun night out with the team.

Coach and the rest of Rampancy met us on the field, smiling widely.

"Way to go you guys!" Jamie exclaimed. "You really stuck it to them."

I high-fived Arika excitedly, and she tilted her head.

"We're going out to celebrate this for sure! Rampancy is back on track!"

Coach allowed the celebration to continue for a couple of minutes before motioning us for quiet.

"Ok, great job today, Rampancy. Fantastic job. You see what happens when you pull together as a team? Our next game is against Majestic. You beat them, and we'll be back in the running to qualify."

He looked at all of us, the aftermath of our victory still clear on our faces. He cracked a smile.

"Don't relax yet, Rampancy. We've got a_lot _of work to do."


	53. Chapter 52: Things You Can't Share

**(A/N) Hey guys, we're back again after the recent delays, with a new chapter in Grifball: Running Rampant! This is pretty sweet chapter, with a lot of character development for one Mr Cross, and I think BrambleStar14 has outdone himself on this one.**

**I'm also really happy to announce that we recently went over the 1,000,000 word count for our entire array of fics combined, which is obviously a big deal for us! As a result, we have opened applications for our next fic – an Avengers/Hunger Games fic – are looking for as many new writers as possible to join our little team, so if you're interested either PM me or head on over to our new forum for this fic, In the End, You Always Kneel, and take a look at the application forms! **

**Oh, and guess what – not only is the Hunger Games: Mockingjay Part One trailer out, but so is the Avengers: Age of Ultron trailer, so head on over to YouTube to check both out and get those creative juices flowing!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Two – Things You Can't Share<strong>

**Alex Cross**

**Written by BrambleStar14**

* * *

><p>"<em>You can share in my joy, but I don't want to share my misery."<em>

― Jarod Kintz_, 99 Cents For Some Nonsense _

* * *

><p>The rain that hammered down onto the concrete pavements lining the busy street reflected the mood Rampancy had been going through recently, Alex reflected as he turned left, hood pulled up over his head. He had to admit to himself that he had been surprised by the text from Kiara to the rest of the team, requesting some form of group meeting at a café not too far from Rampancy's stadium. He also couldn't help but notice that Jackson's name had been omitted from this list of invitees. Somehow, he knew what the topic of discussion for today would be. He let out a sigh as he sat down heavily at a table in the corner of the place, coffee in hand, promising to keep him warm even as the hammering rain outside intensified.<p>

What a day…

He turned his attention to the large screen behind the counter of the place, his mood turning as black as the weather outside. _Of course_ the damn thing would have the Sports channel on. And _of course _it would be playing a wonderful segment regarding Rampancy. He could see the headline scrolling across the bottom of the screen, though he wouldn't have needed to read it when he saw who was being interviewed by the…"charismatic" Stu Stuman.

**'Rothe Reaffirms Rampancy Incompetency!'** Alex scowled as he took a deep gulp of coffee, resisting the urge to throw something as he stared down at the dregs, hearing the rain beating against the window outside. Rampancy were going to be having another rough few days then, if Jackson was back on top form. _Fantastic_, he mused, glaring at his drink as though _it_was the sexist moron. He wasn't even sure what he could do about the situation by this point anymore. He'd already tried leaving once, he worked hard to get away from Jackson's antics, what more could he do now? His former friend (he used the past tense with far more bitterness than he was expecting) was becoming just too much by this point.

_Thank you, Mister Rothe,_ he snarled internally, the familiar image of Jackson's father emerging within his head, and he could recall that moment when he'd encountered them. Jackson had improved, he'd seemed understanding, and then his father had cornered him in a damn corridor and knocked whatever few brain cells were left inside Jackson's thick skull, leading back to this situation they were in now. And right now, Rampancy were playing far too inconsistently to endure more of Jackson's bullshit.

He was finally distracted from the gloomy thoughts matching outside's forecast, when someone sat themselves down in the chair next to his. Feeling eyes on him, he turned his head lazily, a smile forming on his face when he recognised Ellen who, from the state of her clothes, had done the smart thing and _hadn't_walked there like he had. Well, walked the few streets from where he'd parked the car. _Bloody parking spots being taken up._ Moving on rapidly from the frustration brought on by Americans and their driving, he decided to break the silence. Ellen was still only watching him; it was slightly worrying.

"Hey there," he finally spoke, voice not bothering to hide the fatigue he was feeling these days. She smiled slightly, breaking from her previously frozen pose, leaning against the table slightly, and shaking her jacket off in one smooth motion (and how the hell did people _do_that, anyways?).

"Hi, Alex," she said quietly, eyes finding the screen nearby; a shadow seemed to pass across her face. For once, it gave Alex no pleasure to admit how much of a problem Jackson was proving to be to people that weren't specifically him. "Guess we know why we've been called here," she commented, tone kept carefully casual, no emotions showing.

He sighed internally, sitting forwards in his chair slightly. "Guess so." What was there to really say? "Can't say I'm really surprised though." He tilted his head. "Are you alright?" His tone was nothing but careful concern; she was still fixated on Jackson's characteristic sneer. Eventually, she seemed to snap out of it.

"I'm fine," she replied, tearing her gaze from the screen to look back at Alex and she smirked. "You're the one sounding like sleep is something you've barely even heard of. Planning on turning the rest of it grey?" She gestured mockingly at his hair, and he smirked. This was more like the Ellen he'd known for the past few months.

"So concerned about my health, I'm touched, Ellie, truly I am." He winked knowingly, and she turned her attention to her drink rather quickly; he took the opportunity to take a slow gulp of his own beverage, before making a face, the damn thing still hadn't cooled down. He was tempted to make an 'is it hot in here or is it just me?' kind of joke, but figured that she didn't know the context of his scalded tongue. That, and he didn't want to mortify her further. They drifted off into an easy silence for a few minutes, just waiting for the others to show up, when Jackson's voice could clearly be heard through a sudden lull in the noise level, emanating from the tinny speakers over the bar.

"It's an obvious problem. An uneven season due to an uneven team." Alex rolled his eyes, before jumping out of his skin as Ellen's cup hit the table, with rather more force than necessary. He blinked at her, surprised; her eyes were set on the wooden patterns across their table, hands clenched into small fists.

"Ellie?" he asked cautiously. "You sure you're alright there?" It didn't take her long to answer his tentative question and he was thankful that she was at least keeping her voice down to some sort of reasonable level.

"I just wish," she hissed, "that I knew what he was thinking! See, it's when people don't share this stuff, don't talk to anyone and just sit back until they lash out, that we get these situations in the first place." She shook her head slightly, staring at Jackson's face with a look of disgust. Alex tilted his head, unsure of what to say to that. People kept secrets for reasons. He carefully reached over and rested his hand on her shoulder; she turned to look at him, face still set.

He considered his words before he spoke. "Some people have things they just can't share. That just happens." He was certain that a response was on the edge of her tongue, that she knew that he spoke from experience, his eyes were carefully avoiding hers, when-

"Oh, am I interrupting something here?" Jumping apart at the sound of a gleeful voice, Alex took a quick, shaky drink from his glass, hoping that Kiara and Arika hadn't seen the flush on his face, or that he could pass it off as heat from his coffee. He just hoped that when the other three showed, the girls didn't feel the need to spread anymore gossip around. He was lucky some bloody journalist didn't try and make something out of nothing. _Again._

It was incredible, Alex would later reflect, how quickly a content, almost jovial mood could turn so sour.

Sophie and Jamie had finally shown up, running in together with their hoods pulled up to avoid the rain soaking them through, followed shortly by Jason, who looked as though he'd been caught out in the weather without any form of hood. _Poor bastard_, Alex thought with a slight grin as Jason ran a hand over his hair on his left side. It hadn't taken Kiara long to get to the point. Not that none of them hadn't already guessed that part.

"What's he saying now?" she asked Alex and Ellen, gesturing at the screen over the bar, behind most of the team. Alex glanced over them quickly, eyes landing on Jackson mid monologue. He raised his eyebrows in distaste.

"Well, check that out. He's got a little statistics table and seems to be rating us all. Isn't that lovely?" His voice was relatively nonchalant, but his eyes were far colder as he glared at the image of his one-time friend. Ellen glanced over in some concern, until Alex was jolted out of his reverie by Arika. Her face was a mixture of frustration and anger as she surveyed the rest of them, united in some secret meeting, with only their captain absent from the proceedings.

"He has to go!" she almost muttered, looking between each of their faces. "We're doing fine, now. All of us, I reckon, and he's the one messing up our chances, after everything that happened." She paused, seemed to take a moment to adjust herself, before continuing. "_Some _of us may have given him and Anderson some ammunition," Sophie, Jamie and Ellen shifted in their seats, and Jason smirked slightly at the uncomfortable reactions, until Alex cuffed him over the ear with a snicker. "But the major problem was his father." Alex started; he wasn't aware that he'd told anyone about that encounter other than Ellen. He glanced sharply at her and she turned an apologetic face towards him, staring from beneath he eyelashes and– ah, what the hell, it wasn't that big a deal anyway, right?

Jamie leaned forwards, eyes fiery, and Alex had to wonder, how badly would Jackson burn as a result of this meeting? "He's not a fit captain anymore," she concluded Arika's point for her. "He can't stay where he is now, unless he wants to be Captain of an average team." Sophie gave a slight nod, glancing back at Jackson with a look as though something foul had entered the room, and Alex supposed that it had, when Jackson's face had been shown on the television.

"We can always talk to the press," he mused aloud, and silence fell over the rest of them, as they all turned to stare, stunned. He wasn't surprised. Talking to the press, stitching a teammate up, exposing them or their flaws to the media, was an unspoken 'no-go' zone among professional Grifballers. No-one, no matter the rivalry, even considered it – it was the worst form of attack on a fellow player. Alex had reached the edge though, Jackson needed to go. Jason, who was looking more and more uncomfortable, finally spoke up suddenly, breaking through the quiet that had fallen over the group.

"It's not just Jackson!" he defended their 'Captain', glaring at the group at large. "What about Anderson?! He's had enough opportunities to sort this… this mess out, and what had he done about it? Nothing, that's precisely the issue. This isn't all on Jackson!"

Jamie was quick to jump in, her face incredulous and indeed, Alex was quite surprised at the sudden outburst from their normally subdued teammate.

"'Not his fault,'" she crowed in disgust, glaring at her teammate. "Of _course_ it's Rothe's damn fault. Look, we all get it, Jace, he's your idol and you look up to him beyond all others, but you need to pull your head out of Jackson's ass, you've got it lodged so far up there that people are starting to wonder if he's a hydra."

Alex snorted and tried not to spit a mouthful of coffee out onto the table.

Arika, on the other hand, looked thoughtful, raising a hand to cut off any angry retorts from a furious Jason. "He has a point," she murmured, almost to herself. "We all know that Jackson is Anderson's little protégé, his star player. We won't be rid of one without the other. If we remove Anderson-" She trailed off as Alex stood up abruptly. He needed to leave, right now. As the only original member of Rampancy, the only one who had been there since before the rule allowing women to play, he knew Anderson the best. And he couldn't stand by and participate in _that._ Anderson had stuck by him when a lot of other coaches would have cut him loose and left him in the dirt.

Not saying a word, radiating his disgust with the idea in his poise, he walked past the group, and through the door, instantly being battered by the ferocious wind and rain. It was like he had stepped out of a bubble, one filled with tension and desperation, as opposed to the sense of separation he could get out of this, being away from the rest. Pulling his hood up over his face and straightening the rather loose tie he had somehow managed to acquire as a trademark for these informal gatherings, he walked back up the street, heading for his car. He needed someone to talk to about all this, someone who could understand without being part of the clusterfuck that Rampancy was becoming. He was awakened from his reverie by the bleep of his car unlocking; he hadn't even registered pressing the button on his key.

"Alex." He could hear it quite clearly, despite the low volume at which the person had spoken, even over the pounding rain. Turning on the spot, he came face to face with Ellen. He noticed with some regret that she didn't look particularly happy, though that might be because he'd just walked out on them.

"Please don't." He found himself forestalling any pleas to return. "I can't listen to that. To talking about removing Anderson. He could have cut me off from Rampancy so many times, he could have left me out; hell, so many other coaches have done that to me. But he can see past some bloody stereotype, Ellen. And he understands. He's just," he sighed, running a hand beneath his hood through his hair, ruffling it further. "He's got a blind spot in Jackson."

She didn't say anything at first, staring at him evenly. Before Alex could register anything else, he was aware of arms folding around his middle, and he had been pulled into a hug. Before he could even consider returning the gesture, mind seeming to have faltered slightly, she pulled away, smirking at the colour on his face.

"I'll tell them you didn't want to come back," she said, stepping away and turning to go. Just before she reached the exit, she turned back, gesturing at his car. "Going somewhere, Cross?" she said, grinning. He just waved.

* * *

><p>The General Hospital was as imposing as ever, Alex decided, as he pushed his way through the main doors. He didn't need to be conscious anymore as he went through the usual routine, charming the young receptionist with the same compliment, the same greeting and the same wink. Making his way through the sanitary, bleach white corridors, entering the elevator, going to the twelfth floor and slowly approaching the private rooms, for permanent residents. His head was still spinning slightly, playing the previous half hour around in his mind over and over, until he found himself standing in front of the door, the one that he still feared never having to visit again. He was raising his hand to knock, when a clinical voice stopped him dead.<p>

"Mr Cross. She's sleeping. I wouldn't knock." Spinning on the spot, he came face to face with the grey haired, ragged looking Dr Asha Gordon. She looked at him strictly, though her gaze was warmer as she took his appearance in. "She was hoping to see you again soon, Alex. You want to see her?"

Alex nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. "How is she?" It was all he could seem to say. Dr Gordon sighed, glancing up and down the corridor, before speaking in a slightly quieter tone of voice.

"Alex, I'm going to be honest. The latest drug is starting to fail. Right now, we're looking at a fifty-fifty chance, if we're lucky. There are procedures, but-" Alex raised a hand quickly, not even bothering to look at the procedure board anymore. He didn't want to know how bad it would get for her.

"I can pay, Doctor. Just try." He forced a smile onto his face; it was a painful experience. She gave him a pitying look, patted him on the shoulder once, before turning and heading back up the corridor, grumbling about Doctor Jones and Doctor Free messing up another operation. Turning back to the door, Alex carefully pushed it open.

The first thing one noticed about entering a hospital room was the slowly, rhythmic beeping of the heartbeat monitor; it contrasted so heavily with the carefully quiet hospital. Moving to the window, Alex carefully and quietly let the blinds down, filtering the light that was entering the small room, hearing the increasingly heavy patter of rain on the window. Turning around slowly, he made his way over to the bed, where the lone occupant of the room lay, head turned to one side, dark hair tucked behind her ears and reaching her neck.

He quietly sat down, as he always did, and took hold of her hand, watching her with a small smile. And, as always, she shifted in her sleep, but didn't wake. He had visited too late in the day, it seemed; she was such a heavy sleeper. Smiling fondly, he began to talk, eyes fixed on her face.

"Hi, Karen. I know you're asleep now." He swallowed heavily. "But I thought I'd visit anyway, just to drop by. I miss you, you know. I should probably visit you more often, I know, I'm just busy. Things have been pretty bad recently. Just needed to see you again." Not really knowing how to continue, he sat back in his chair, deciding to just sit there instead. After a few minutes had passed, when he could stand the silence no longer, he leaned forwards and kissed her softly on the cheek.

Whispering a quick "love you," he made to leave, when he felt her fingers squeeze his hands. Looking down, he could see her green eyes watching him blearily, and a smile crossed her face. Her hand moved, almost unconsciously, to his tie, tightening the knot and straightening it out, a gesture only she was allowed to do. Smiling, he sat back down, leaning in and watching her closely.

"Hey, Alex." Her voice was quiet, that of a person who had been woken from a dream they really wanted to stay in. "Didn't think you were visiting." She smiled weakly, and Alex squeezed her hand gently, feeling a rush of affection.

"Course I'm gonna visit you," he grinned. "I always take care of my little sis, don't I?" She giggled, and he instantly felt more relaxed. It was worth these bad days, these encounters with Jackson, just to see Karen happy. Keeping a close eye on his little sister, he helped her into a more comfortable position, sitting her up so that she could see him more clearly. "How are you feeling?" he asked gently, blinking rapidly to avoid any outbursts of emotion; it still killed to see her this weak.

She grinned at him teasingly. "I'm fine, Alex. Dr Gordon said that the next batch of drugs might do the trick. She was looking for you, earlier, actually." That would be why he was so pissed off that he'd forgotten his phone at his apartment. "Had an update on the therapy?" She looked at him hopefully, eyes wide, and he forced a wide smile onto his face.

"Yeah. I saw her. She said," he swallowed, feeling slightly choked. "She reckons you're gonna be just fine." She smiled widely, ignoring the usual tears in her brother's eyes, and pulled him into a hug. He prayed that he wouldn't look into that innocence and one day see resentment there, or bitterness, anger at being deceived in this way. He couldn't do it to her. He knew Dr Gordon knew, and had no idea why she didn't correct him, but he didn't care. His sister was happy.

At age six, Alex's sister had been diagnosed with a very rare, very serious condition that slowly shut down her organs and eventually resulted in a very slow death in seventy-five percent of cases. Alex, having nowhere else to turn, used one of his best talents, Grifball, and managed to get himself noticed. Paying for his sister's care and private room was his one priority, and the reason why he could no longer quit Rampancy this far into the season. He needed the income.

"You know," she smirked. "Mum came by yesterday. She'd only come on Tuesday and _said_that she missed me, but I think she was looking for you." Alex let out a slow breath, trying to stem any more sadness from showing on his face.

"She and Dad have my number of speed-dial," he said carefully, and she poked him in the chest, still smirking.

"That'd work, if you answered the phone, Alex. It was years ago, get over it." She gave him the same puppy-dog expression, and he faltered. "You always promise to talk to them!" She pouted, folding her arms, and he smiled at her. "I don't want to be the responsible one in the family," she huffed, mock-glaring, before she giggled and ruined the image. Alex glanced at the bedside table and saw a couple of new additions. Picking up one of the book, he made a show of flicking through.

"So, bookworm," he teased, grinning mercilessly, "what do we have here? Something classical – Twilight?" She made a face at him and snatched the book back, placing it out of his reach and poking him in the chest a second time.

"Some trashy romance," she replied in a huff. "Don't judge me, Mr Romeo. Besides," he knew he was in trouble from the sly look she gave him. "What's this I hear in the news? Why does my big brother have time to critique my reading, but not to tell me when he apparently gets some girl pregnant?"

Alex blinked, gaping for a second, before remembering the news articles as a result of that photograph scandal. "Wha- no. No, that's-" he cut himself off as she laughed, sighing to himself. "That was nothing. And me and Ellen aren't even like that. There's nothing going on there. He glared at her harder the wider her smirk got. "It's nothing!" He protested, gesticulating wildly. "You're fourteen! Stop harassing me!"

As always when he assumed the 'I'm the older one' argument, she folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. "You're ten years older than me, you don't get to claim harassment. I've seen the news. I thought you loved Rampancy. Why'd you nearly leave?" He sighed, holding her hand as he stared at the ceiling, hearing only the familiar beeping of the monitor and the rain lashing against the window.

"It's Jackson, Ki." He used the nickname that she'd grown up hearing. "He's doing his anti-girl thing again. It's just wearing us down. I don't want to do it anymore. It's turning pretty violent." Karen looked unimpressed and shrugged, rolling her eyes as only a fourteen year old girl can.

"So? Jackson's being a jerk, which he is. Mum said so when she met him that one time. Just keep playing, Al. You enjoy it, and I enjoy watching." She pouted. "You aren't gonna deprive me of the best television I get, are you?" He laughed, shaking his head, when Karen began to cough, violently, sinking back to her original state of lying down. He cursed inwardly, he had overextended her.

"It's ok, it's ok," he hushed her over her muted protests, tucking her in. "Go to sleep, Ki." It was heart-breaking, seeing her lying there, helpless while he could do nothing. Pulling a small Grifball plushie from his bag to add to her collection, he tucked it in next to her, smiling fondly as she rested her head against it unconsciously. Even as he released her hand, kissed her forehead and hugged her, he fought back an overflow of emotions. Breathing heavily, he whispered, "I'll see you soon," genuinely not knowing if he ever would. "Love you." He quietly left his sleeping sibling behind, closing the door gently behind him.

His face was expressionless as he left the building, as he approached his car, until he slammed his fist violently against the concrete pillar next to the vehicle, not even flinching as he felt the skin break and begin to bleed. Collapsing into the car, he gave several heaving sobs, wiping a hand across his eyes to remove any trance of tears, still silently crying, as he had been every time he had left his terminally ill sister at the damned hospital. Still, she had given him something to think about. No more letting Jackson ruin things for him.

Wiping his eyes, he sat back in the car seat. He was glad none of the others knew about Karen, or followed him on his bi-weekly visits here. He didn't need them hassling her. He could handle the eventual heartbreak when the inevitable happened alone.

_Some people have things they can't share._


	54. Chapter 53: Identity Crisis

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for another update in Grifball: Running Rampant, this time written by the ever-sensational Lili-Hunter! Of course, you all know that that means we have a Jackson chapter on our hands, so let's see what the captain has in store for us! We're going on a bit of a go-slow with out updates at the moment, as we wait on writers to turn in very, very overdue chapters, but don't worry, they'll be up sooner or later! Don't worry about us, in other words. We're here to stay!**

**Going to take this, once more, as an opportunity to bump our next fic, In the End, You Always Kneel – an Avengers/Hunger Games fic – as we are looking for as many new writers as possible to join our little team! So, if you're interested either PM me or head on over to our new forum for this fic, also called In the End, You Always Kneel, and take a look at the application forms!**

**As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Three - Identity Crisis<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"I Google myself to find out who I am as a person." <em>- Jarod Kintz

* * *

><p>Jackson exhaled slowly, swiping the back of his hand over his forehead. It came back damp, and slightly slick with perspiration. Training had been brutal - even more so than usual - and even now, ten minutes after the session had ended, his muscles were still aching in protest. Coach was driving them hard - but then again, Jackson couldn't really find it within himself to complain. Rampancy's recent wins in no way made up for their previous losses, which had made them all bitter. And despite those wins, Coach had apparently decided that their sudden losing streak had been a failure of the <em>entire<em> team.

The Rampancy captain knew who was really to blame, though. Three words, fourteen letters:

_Those damn girls._

He could barely believe that, only a week ago, he'd been prepared to accept them as a permanent part of his team. He'd been so blind, so complacent - it had taken a harsh lecture from his father to remind Jackson of what Rampancy had been, and what they had become. Most importantly, how far they'd fallen.

It wasn't so bad now, though. Of course, the girls were still there - but not for much longer. Now that Jackson was, once more, firm in his conviction, he was confident that he could bring Coach and Alex - maybe even Jason - around to his position.

If they wouldn't be convinced… well. Alex had made it clear that he was prepared to move to another team, and Jason would either do the same or return to the amateur leagues. And Coach? He was practically a legend - teams would leap to have him teach their players. And if he didn't accept… well, his career was pretty much over, anyway. No one would mourn if it ended too soon.

Jackson didn't want to do it alone, but he probably wouldn't have a choice. With the women, Rampancy was as good as dead. Besides - hell, what was that phrase? His mom used to say it to him, all the time. _If you want something done right, do it yourself. _Yeah, that was the one.

Another saying occurred to him as Jackson looked up, his attention attracted by the sounds of light footsteps. This time, it was Will's voice echoing the words in his head, amusement making his tone warm - the way Jackson had heard him say it countless times before. _Speak of the devil, and in two seconds we'll all go to hell._

Jamie, Ellen, and Sophie were walking towards the rest of the team; the last of the women to make their way back to the empty training centre. Usually, the whole team would have been long gone - but Coach had given the training centre workers the night off, promising that Rampancy could clean up after themselves. Supposedly, it was a team building exercise. Or some kind of crap like that.

Which was precisely what they were doing. Jackson was more than a little surprised to discover how time-consuming it was to put away all the equipment. Energy swords, gravity hammers, the practice bombs… all of them had to be safely disabled and stored, ready for use the next day.

"Ladies! What took you so long?" Coach's voice barked across the stadium, and all three of the girls looked up.

At least they had the decency to look sheepish. "Sorry, Coach," Ellen apologised, though her bright smile didn't dim.

Coach grunted, and let the matter drop. The Rampancy captain wasn't as quick to forgive - he harrumphed loudly, rolling his eyes as he turned away from the group of girls. God, Ryan Anderson's clear case of favouritism was fucking visible from the_ moon_. If he or Alex - maybe even Jason - had tried that, they'd have been chewed out far more harshly than that.

"Got something to say, Jackson?"

The captain slowly turned back around. Ellen was watching him, her dark eyes narrowed and a hand planted on her arrogantly cocked hip. _Excuse me?_ The words that so often came from Coach's mouth had just casually slipped from her lips, like she could actually say them. Like she had a damn _right_ to them.

Which she most certainly did not. No one - bar Coach, his dad, and occasionally Alex - had the right to speak to him like that. He was her captain, for God's sake!

A slow burn of anger spread through him, starting from his head and spreading to his chest; a wave of heat that made his fingers want to clench into fists. He didn't attempt to stop them. "Yeah, actually, I do," he told her, relishing in the way that she immediately threw her chin higher. Contemptuously preparing for the obvious onslaught of his insults.

It was only the two of them now, facing down the other. Sophie and Jamie had moved off, picking up the discarded energy swords and activating the safety locks that kept them harmless, before locking them away for the next day. But they still hovered behind Ellen, casting glances at the dark-skinned Defender that left him no doubt that they were merely waiting to rush to her aid.

He chose his next words carefully, eyeing the three girls. Jackson wasn't an idiot; he knew as well as the rest of them that they'd been fighting only days earlier, bitter and scorned. Ever since the press had found the pictures of Ellen and Sophie on Jamie's phone, their friendship had been strained. Only recently had they begun to forgive each other.

Even so, it would be almost too easy to exploit the cracks that still remained.

"I think we all know why you were late, Ellen." But he let his gaze wander to the right, silently including Sophie in his words. She met his gaze with a defiant one of her own, her glasses framing the wordless anger that burned within.

"And why's that?" Ellen ventured. She'd taken the bait.

His eyes flashed back to her face, and Jackson didn't bother to stop his eyebrow from rising in faked disbelief. "You need me to spell it out?" he asked, sarcastically. Ellen didn't answer, only narrowed her eyes further.

Coach was watching, now. Hell, all of them were watching - Alex's face closed off and dark with anger, as though he knew what Jackson was going to say; Jason, frowning equally as much; Arika with her mouth set in a firm line; and Kiara, her freckles standing out even more with the sudden paleness of her face.

But none of them interrupted, and Jackson smirked. That was exactly how it should be.

His smirk only grew as Jackson took a step forward, waving his hand in a half-hearted gesture at her clear, unblemished neck. Then he pretended to change his mind, tapping his own neck in the same spot. Triumph spread a victorious fire through his veins, and his smirk blew into a full-out grin. "Is that a hickey?" he drawled.

Ellen's hand flew to her neck, a dark flush already spreading over her cheeks. Jackson's gaze flickered to Sophie and - in a flash of the brunette's intelligence - she understood. Uncaring about the cruelty of his remark, Jackson laughed.

And that… that was when it all went to hell.

Sophie let out an indignant cry of rage, her face flushing bright red. She stomped towards him, every muscle in her body tightening in anger - including her grip on the energy sword she'd forgotten by her side. It flashed to life with a deadly crackle of blue plasma. Sophie didn't flinch, descending upon the offending captain with all the determined fury of an oncoming storm.

"You _asshole!_" she yelled, her voice a high-pitched cry.

He hadn't expected this. Ellen was the passionate one, the confident one - Sophie was practically a mouse in comparison. But it was Sophie, not Ellen, coming at him with a plasma sword.

The smug superiority in his eyes bled quickly into fear. "Christ, Sophie!" he yelled - definitely did not_ yelp_. "_Jesus_, calm down!" He was backing away, his palms rising in the air, but she wasn't slowing at all. The rational coolness in her eyes had been chased away by the intensity of her fury - the anger, that he had incited.

He stumbled over his own feet, all gracefulness forgotten. He wasn't even in his armour, for God's sake! The respawn settings were linked to the suits - without them, he wouldn't respawn at all.

He'd just be _dead_.

Sophie's hand came swinging down, too fast to deflect or block. Jackson ducked, throwing his hands over his head. He could feel the blistering heat of the sword already licking across his skin-

-and then it was gone. Someone had leapt to Jackson's defence, smashing Sophie and her sword out of the way. The man was moving impossibly fast - he jabbed at her wrist, presumably hitting a nerve, and Sophie's arm slackened. The sword was out of her grasp and into the man's before either of them could blink.

It was only then that Jackson finally recognised the greying hair and Rampancy shirt. "Coach?" he asked, a little weakly. Geez, no wonder the man was practically a legend - Jackson had never seen _anyone_ move that fast.

Coach Anderson turned quickly on his heel, disabling the sword and tossing it to the side. His gaze grabbed Jackson, serious and… was that concern? "You alright?" he questioned gruffly.

Jackson sniffed a little disdainfully, and drew himself to his full height. He laced his hands behind his back, and nodded shortly, his words a little defensive. "I'm fine," he said stiffly.

Coach nodded, and Jackson's gaze travelled behind him. The team had unconsciously drawn together during the confrontation, and now they watched the pair of them with guarded eyes. Sophie had melted back into their ranks, and fury flashed through him at the realisation, because none of them - not a single one - had raised an objection.

For God's sake, she'd tried to _kill him!_

And yet not a single person, bar Coach, had raised a hand in his defence.

That wasn't the end of it, either. Far from turning on the one person that deserved it, Rampancy seemed ready to lash out at Coach instead, or even Jackson. Tension crackled in the air, ready to snap at any moment. And for what? For being a victim? For saving his sorry ass?

Coach seemed to realise it as well, and his gaze travelled quickly over the rest of the team - examining, assessing. He drew a deep breath, and Jackson waited patiently, smug, for him to unleash a tirade upon them all - for not trying to stop Sophie, and for the brunette having attacked him _at all._

Instead, Ryan Anderson turned back around. Jackson flinched a little, unconsciously taking a step back. Coach looked him in the eye, determination entrenched firmly in his gaze. And then, without wasting another second, he spoke.

"Jackson, I'm stripping you of your captaincy."

For a few seconds, the words didn't sink in at all. Jackson stared back, a crease forming in his brow, as he struggled to comprehend Coach's statement. Stripping him… of captaincy? That was impossible - Coach couldn't _do_ that! It was unfair! It didn't make sense at all - God knew, he was the best player on this fucking team! He- he was Jackson fucking Rothe, goddamnit!

Arguments blazed to life in his mind, a thousand and one reasons why Coach was being an idiot. But none of them leapt to his tongue. Instead, Jackson oh-so-eloquently said, "What?"

He hated how his voice cracked on the simple word.

"You heard me, Jackson." Coach wasn't sympathetic at all; there wasn't even a speck of pity in his words. "You're no longer worthy of being captain of Rampancy. Hand in your badge" - metaphorical, of course; there was no fucking _badge_, as Will and Alex had always loved to remind him - "and step down."

He was numb. The rest of the world faded away - there was only him, and Coach Anderson, and the condemnation pouring from the latter's mouth. Coach's eyes were hard. He didn't care about Jackson at all - about the effort he'd poured into that position; the devotion; the way he'd always put it first, no matter what. He'd lost friends, even _family_, over that goddamn label. It was _his!_

It was everything. It was prestige, it was respect, it was an award; it was the only fucking thing Jackson had ever wanted - no, _needed_ - so badly.

And he'd lost it. He'd just lost _everything_.

Jackson couldn't stay here. Couldn't bear to watch the victory surging between the rest of the team - the way that Ellen and Alex exchanged smug smiles, or the way that Sophie and Jamie had tried, and failed, to subtly high-five behind their backs.

Perhaps most importantly; for the first time in his life, Jackson didn't _want_ to stay here.

But that was _not_ to say that he wasn't going down without a fucking fight.

"What. The. _Hell!_" The words exploded out of him, and he was gratified to see that Kiara flinched. "Coach, you can't be serious!"

"Oh, I am."

Smug asshole. "I- I've done _everything_ for this team! We wouldn't be standing here if it weren't for me!"

He wasn't impressed - and judging from their expressions, neither was the rest of Rampancy. A thought flashed across his mind, and Jackson latched onto it desperately. He flung out an arm, pointing at Sophie. She didn't react, other than to cross her arms defensively. "Why the hell are you punishing _me_, Coach?! I'm not the one who tried to _kill_ a _teammate_ with a damn energy sword!"

"And yet, _I_ was the only one to come to your defence. What does that say about your relationships with the rest of the team?"

Yeah, okay, he knew that they didn't like him - didn't care, either - but letting him die? That was too far. "Just because they're all fucking sociopaths-"

"Jackson!" Coach's voice cracked in reprimand.

"_I don't fucking_ care, _you self-important dickbag_!" Jackson roared. Maybe not the best insult, but he was angry - oh, he was _murderous_ - and fury blazed like a wildfire inside his chest. "This is bullshit, and you know it! So, what, you're not going to punish _her_ at all?!"

Finally, Coach seemed to realise his logic. "Sophie," he growled, from the side of his mouth. "Go home."

She seemed disheartened, but nodded without saying anything. Perhaps she'd realised _exactly_ just what she'd tried to do. But Jackson was stunned. "That's _it_?" he protested sharply. "You're stripping me of my captaincy, but she just has to go home?! God, what's _wrong_ with you?"

"At the moment, Jackson, you're my most pressing concern. And this is just the beginning: from now on, Jackson, you're banned from the field until you learn to grow up."

"Oh my _God._" Jackson spat the words through gritted teeth. "You can't even see it, can you? How fucking _unfair_ this is?"

Coach said nothing. He just lifted his chin, widened his stance, and crossed his arms over his chest.

"Oh, fuck _t__his_," he growled. Jackson had to go - if he stayed here a moment longer, he just might explode with righteous fury. And damn if he didn't intend to set the whole fucking arena on fire if he did. "You know what, Coach? You want my goddamn captaincy? _Have it_. I don't want it, not if I have to deal with this bullshit." The lie tasted bitter on his tongue, but Jackson spat it out nonetheless. He raised his voice even more until the whole damn training centre shook, directing his words at the whole team. "I'm done, okay? I'm fucking _done_ trying to deal with you goddamn children!"

He started to back away, but he didn't turn around. He wasn't done. Jackson raised both his middle fingers, directing them straight at Coach. He didn't react at all, but the captain - former captain, _fuck_ - couldn't have cared less if he tried. _"FUCK YOU, COACH!"_ he roared, making sure they'd all definitely hear his words. _"AND FUCK YOUR GODDAMN FAVOURITISM!"_

It was only then, as Jackson stepped into the locker room and slammed the door behind him, that he finally realised that he would have to tell his father.


	55. Chapter 54: Disaster Coverage

**Hey there, Grifball fans! I'm Warg, filling in for Stuman on the latest report. Been a bit of a gap between this update and the last one, but things should be coming along more regularly in the future! Tension is running high on the team, and it's down to Mina with a pinch-hit for Jamie... Let's see how the young maverick can bring her team out of the fire this time.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Four - Disaster Coverage<strong>

**Jamie Evans**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p>"<em>Because after you've crossed some lines, you just keep crossing them<em>." – Chuck Palahnuik

* * *

><p>Tense? <em>Yes<em>. Angry? _Check_. Silently guessing which of her teammates had the most murderous mood? _An ongoing affair._ So far it was a tie between Arika, Alex, and Ellen. Sophie would have won hands down for actually _trying_ to kill Jackson, but she had been sent home right after the incident in the training room. Now it was just her, Jason, Kiara, Arika, Ellen, and Alex. Understandably, neither Jackson nor Sophie was with the group. Jamie had never seen Coach Anderson so furious before. Then again, she'd never seen the team that furious either. There were firsts for everything she supposed, but Jamie was ecstatic that Jackson was finally put into his place and knocked down a peg. Banned from playing _and_ no longer captain? It was almost too good to be true.

Though still cross – she chuckled slightly – with Ellen and Sophie, she was putting her irritation in the backseat for the sake of spending some time with the team. Once again, they'd all united because of something Jackson had said or done. It was curious to Jamie how someone so inflammatory could bring people together. She'd make it a point to tell Jackson that next training session. However she'd also be sure to have a weapon in her hands.

"What's so funny, Jamie?"

Lost in her thoughts, Jamie didn't realize that the team had stopped in front of a movie theatre. She flashed them a somewhat cocky smirk, tossing her hair slightly. "Just reflecting about our latest victory against tyranny and injustice."

Ellen rolled her eyes and sighed, clearly unamused by the display. In fact, none of the present players seemed to appreciate the attempt at humour. Despite Jackson's demotion, the incident had clearly shaken everyone. Jamie highly doubted that anyone expected Sophie to go after Jackson with a sword. She equally doubted that anyone expected Anderson to slap Jackson down so hard. The outcome was satisfying in Jamie's opinion, however, and now she was looking forward to relaxing the tension away. The movies seemed like a perfect place to do that, come to think of it.

"Ok, I'm sorry for trying to lighten the mood. How about a movie?" the hybrid inquired, tilting her head towards the theatre. Brightly lit posters were framed on the side of the building, with an older style front entrance. In the ticket booth, a very bored-looking attendant was sifting through the cash register for change before handing it to a well-dressed couple. The pair quickly departed inside.

For a moment Jamie was certain that the team would decline and part, but then Kiara piped up, trying to muster excitement. "Can we see The Ring in the Well?" she asked tentatively. "I'd go, but I don't like watching horror movies alone. I…They scare me pretty easily."

The choice itself was surprising. Kiara had never shown a desire for the spookier things in media, and The Ring in the Well was supposed to be pretty terrifying. Well, at least to normal people.

To Jamie, few things were scarier than her father, wherever the bastard was locked up. A part of her still felt like a scared child at even the thought of him. Jamie's father had always been more than a little volatile with both her and her mother, but even Jamie hadn't expected him to outright attack her. He'd obviously been drunk at the time, but to actually have brought out a knife... well, Jamie was convinced he had planned on threatening her regardless of his sobriety.

From what she knew there wasn't an official court date set, but oh boy did she plan on being there to help put him behind bars permanently. No way would she let him get away with trying to rob her. She didn't have to be scared of the repercussions either since he would be locked up, and in no shape to carry out any form of reprisals!

She sighed internally. If only she could make herself believe that. However that was neither here nor there. He was away from her, she was proving her worth in professional Grifball, and that was all there was to it. Still, she felt the scar on her lip, as if it had gotten heavier over the few months she had had it.

She showed none of that though, instead flashing the group her trademark cocky grin. "First one to scream owes us all ice cream."

"I'll take that bet, Jamie." Arika had a faint glimmer of amusement in her eyes, which seemed to lighten up everyone just a touch.

She didn't get why it was such a big deal about what had happened in the arena, but she wasn't going to push the conversation, particularly not in Ellen's presence. Somehow she'd probably end up bringing the photo scandal into play, and Jamie was _not_ in the mood to deal with it. Instead, she led the group to the ticket booth, mildly surprised that Ellen, Alex, and Jason were still following. Without their input, she half expected them to walk away and find something else to process the suffocating mood with.

The group paid for their tickets and bought whatever concessions were required for their enjoyment before entering the theatre and finding their seats. Settling in, Jamie caught Jason's eye, and he nodded to the lights. "This theatre can't get too dark too soon. If we get recognized, we're going to get swarmed."

Jamie scoffed at the thought, raising her head defiantly. "Nothing wrong with that. Let them _ try _to start something. I'll get them to keep away in a matter of seconds."

"You most certainly won't," Ellen said irritably. "The last thing Coach needs is to explain why Jamie Evans decided to start a brawl inside a damned movie theatre after today's incident."

Jamie shot a glare at the other woman, which was met with equal vigour from the dark-skinned defender. Jamie saw Kiara shift nervously, but Arika was the one who brought the would-be argument to a halt. "We'll discuss this if it comes to being recognized. For now let's just watch the movie."

Alex murmured an agreement, nudging Ellen and giving her a steady look. The defender's tense posture slackened slightly, and she turned from Jamie to turn her attention to the screen. Silence reigned between them, which stuck throughout the movie. Sneaking looks at the rest of the group, she was hardly surprised that only Kiara had really visible reactions, though on occasion she'd catch the others taking a harder grip on their seats. Jamie was hardly impressed by the scare tactics the movie tried to employ, and once it was over, she found herself chuckling as the credits rolled by. "I'm all for dramatic entrances, but the ghoul thing behind the door was a_ total_ cliché. It's_ so _overdone by now. _And_ her reaction was hardly terrified enough. A slight widening of the eyes and a gasp? Please."

Alex gave a slight chuckle as well, shaking his head. "I've seen scarier."

"We _work_ with scarier, Alex," Arika quipped, though the corners of her mouth were slightly upturned.

"Well I thought it was horrifying," Kiara breathed. "I don't know how I'm going to get to sleep tonight. I can never sleep after movies like that…"

"I'm proud of you, Kiara," Jamie said cheekily. "You only made one terrified noise! I was expecting at least five."

The redhead blushed furiously, ducking her head. "I still think we should go out for ice cream. I have yet to try Grendal's ice cream place downtown. Will says it's pretty good."

"Well we'll take his word for it. I don't want to walk all the way there though," Ellen quickly added. "Too many people around at this time."

Jamie had to agree. It was around five in the evening, and though she had no problems giving any harassers a taste of her attitude, she preferred anonymity at the moment.

"So then what's the plan? I doubt all of us can fit in one car," Kiara said doubtfully.

"I could drive, and Ellen can ride shotgun on Alex's lap," Jamie suggested with an evil grin.

Immediately Alex looked away, scowling slightly at Jamie's teasing. Ellen had a similar reaction, though she was clearly flustered. A sigh drew Jamie's attention, and she turned to see Arika shaking her head. "Alex's place is closest. He can go get his car, and I'll go get mine. Jamie and Kiara can ride with me, Jason can ride with Ellen and Alex. We'll meet at the ice cream place. Now let's go before the shop closes."

The authority of which Arika issued her suggestion drew no protests. Instead, the two designated groups went their separate ways. Jamie tilted her head almost thoughtfully. It was no secret that Jackson and Arika had something of an intense rivalry going on. If you could count unbridled antagonism as a rivalry. Both of them had stubborn attitudes. It wouldn't be hard to see Arika as captain instead of Jackson. Looking up, bright ads dazzled Jamie's eyesight.

An ad on one screen talked about some new beauty product that could make someone over a hundred look eighty again. As if it would help much, Jamie couldn't help but think in amusement. Through one brief clearing of buildings, Jamie caught sight of the ONI building sitting in the middle of the large lake they had essentially claimed for themselves. When she was younger, Jamie would sometimes skip stones near it, but that had been a long time ago.

There was another sight she was familiar with as well as Arika made a turn at another corner. It was the gym her old team frequented. Looking through the window, Jamie spotted a couple of her own teammates, allowing a brief wave of nostalgia to sweep her up. However it didn't last long. Her team had been ecstatic to see her moving up in the Girfball world, and she still kept in touch with them.

"Jamie? We're here."

Arika's place hadn't changed a bit, and after a brief key hunt, the three women were in the car and on the way to Grendal's. The ride was mostly silent, but chatter picked up when they reunited with everyone else at the parlour. Ellen looked more relaxed as she spooned a bite of ice cream out of her cup. Jason was eating his own chosen flavour thoughtfully before looking around and speaking up.

"Sophie didn't get much of a reprimand for trying to kill Jackson," he noted nonchalantly.

Alex groaned and shook his head. "I thought we were trying to forget that for a bit, Jason. What's your point?" he asked reluctantly.

"Well, it seems like Coach was waiting for something like this to happen for a while. You know, maybe Sophie could scare some sense into him and all of that."

"I doubt it worked," Arika said with a snort. "If anything he's still just as pissed about us, if not more."

"He needs to get over it," Kiara put in with a sigh. "It's not like we're going anywhere," she argued, before adding, "It's not like we're trying to replace his team or anything. I just want to play Grifball."

"You _are_ playing Grifball," Jamie said with a snort. "You don't need Jackson's permission to play the damned game. Just ignore him. It's not like he can do anything to get us removed from Rampancy. "

"Hard to ignore someone like that," the Tank responded mutinously before lapsing into silence.

"Ignoring only goes so far," Alex supported the Tank in a knowing tone. "Sometimes enough is enough. It's about time Coach demoted him."

Silence reigned for a little longer before Jamie smirked slightly, though there was minimal warmth behind it.

"So...where do we go from here?"


	56. Chapter 55: Power Vacuum

**(A/N) Hey guys, time for a new update for Grifball: Running Rampant, and hopefully it won't disappoint, given the wait! Will be finished **_**all **_**of my essays in just over a week's time, so after that we should be putting out a **_**lot **_**of updates, right across all of our fics. All our old ones, and one new one in the form of our upcoming Avengers/Hunger Gamess fic – In the End, You Always Kneel – but trust me, everything will be awesome! But now, time to get back to some reviews:**

**LonelyLamppost: Yeah, I definitely see why you'd think that, but we do have some interesting bits coming up for Kiara, which may flesh her out a little bit. As to everything else, I don't really want to go into spoilers, but just wait and see!**

**Just A Crazy-Man: Awesome!**

**TheMetaReborn: It's great to hear that you feel this way about this series, you really have no idea how much that means to us. We started this fic because it was something that we all really wanted to do, but whenever someone comes out and tells us that they're enjoying our work it justifies all of the work we put into this, and just makes all of our days. We hope we'll keep you interested, and that you'll enjoy what is to come.**

**OasisMirage75: This chapter might give you a little more on that topic, but you'll just wait and see what we have in mind for them!**

**And now, as always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Five – Power Vacuum<strong>

**Arika Myles**

**Written by TunelessLyric & NicKenny**

* * *

><p><em>"Any change, even for the better, is always accompanied by drawbacks and discomfort." <em>

– Arnold Bennett

* * *

><p>The shifty eyes and nervous faces served as a tense reminder to Arika of the state the team currently found itself in. The icy atmosphere hanging between Ellen, Sophie and – perhaps the most noticeable – Jamie reared its head when they all reached for the seat beside the Tank. In the end, Ellen won the spot. Sophie pushed lightly past Jamie and sat next to Kiara, with the Hybrid sliding into the vacant chair on the other side of the table. Alex and Jason joined her soon after, coming over with steaming cups of fresh coffee, gingerly placing the tray down on the table and passing the cups around.<p>

"I can't believe how furious Coach was when he banned Jackson," said Arika, a little loudly, and just a hint of a smile on her face. And it was true, she couldn't! It had seemed to her, and a lot of the team, that Anderson had been prepared to put up with quite a lot of Jackson's crap, but to see him go off like that…well, to say that it had made Arika's day would be to put it mildly.

As if flicking a switch, the others immediately chorused their agreement. The temperature around the teammates climbed into a more bearable range, as they moved away from any potentially contentious topics to something that they could all agree on.

"About time," commented Jamie, and she made no attempt to hide her own smile, thumping the table a few times to signal her enthusiasm on the subject, stopping only when one of the cup wobbled and would have fallen over, if not for Ellen's quick reflexes, as her hand darted forward and caught it.

Alex nodded, green eyes troubled, and muttered something intelligible. Ellen poked him in the side gently, after placing the cup of unspilled coffee back on the table, frowning knowingly, her face full of concern. "Hey, if he can't grow up, don't worry about him."

Kiara sat up suddenly and reached for her phone, interrupting the brief, awkward moment between Alex and Ellen, who were becoming increasingly uncomfortable to be around, in Arika's mind. _I mean, just get a room already!_

"Will should at least be here with us!" she exclaimed to the group, who indicated approval, or at least, not outright disapproval, and she took that as a sign to dial his number, waiting, head tilted, while it rang.

Fiddling with his napkin while the phone rang out, Jason sighed to himself, and stared down into the cup of half-drunk coffee in front of him. "I wonder who the new captain will be?" he asked, a slight trace of concern in his voice.

Arika's heart leaped. How much did she want to be the new captain? That would just scrape that stupid smirk off Jackson's face, wouldn't it? To see a woman as Rampancy captain would be too humiliating for him for him to deal with, and damn if she wouldn't pay good money to see the look on his face then. Admittedly, Alex probably had a better shot than she did, having been on the team for much longer. _And_ a professional player longer. _And_ he was Jackson's second. Her teeth met, catching the inside of her lip between them. Chewing lightly, Arika continued her musings. Hadn't Alex said he didn't want captaincy? He didn't like to lead? But Coach put him in charge several times since Arika had joined Rampancy, when Jackson was benched for one reason or another.

Something didn't add up somewhere. It just confused her to think so deeply about it, and she didn't really want to bring it up with Alex right now, given that he was clearly feeling a bit conflicted about Jackson's demotion. She'd get to the bottom of it sooner or later, but it could wait, for a while.

**"Hey, guys,"** Will's voice suddenly jolted the Tank back to the present. Kiara had put him on speaker phone. **"I really wish I could meet up with you all, but I'm just on my way out the door for practice. How is everything?"**

Eyes caught and throats were cleared, words were started and fists were clenched in the pause, as they suddenly realised the full implications of catching Will up on the latest news. They hadn't thought about it before, unconsciously agreeing that Will should be let it on it, but he played for another team now. Could they still trust him with the truth?

Alex made the decision for them. "Hey, mate. Ah, Jackson's been…" he bailed on the explanation suddenly, clearly unsure exactly how to break the news, and glanced around the table with a look of panic on his face, wordlessly asking the others to help him out.

"Banned from playing for a while," Sophie finished for him, picking up the slack and sounding a bit more than a touch triumphant.

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line, causing Arika to briefly wonder whether or not they had lost the connection, and the frown was nearly audible in Will's reply when he finally spoke up. **"**_**What?**_** Why?"**

Sophie leant back, shrugging, clearly having reached her own point where she no longer felt she could provide further information, and stared at the others for a moment. Finally Kiara grimaced and leant closer to the phone, saying, "He finally cracked, Will. It was awful."

Taking turns, the team slowly filled him in on the whole training room showdown between Sophie and the former-captain of Rampancy, each with a slightly different tone of voice influenced by their own thoughts on the matter.

"So then Coach stripped his captaincy," Arika said, finding herself finishing the tale. "He's out until he can be mature and get past our girl-cooties. Which, you know, is basically going to be never."

A thin sigh rattled through Kiara's phone speaker. **"I can't say I'm surprised, unfortunately. That's been coming for a long time now, but as least Anderson finally took a stand. That's rough, guys, I'm sorry."**

There was another moment of silence, and during it Arika could practically hear the unasked question lingering in the air. _Who'll be replacing him?_

Tactfully, Jason broke the awkward silence, adding, "Coach hasn't decided on a new captain yet. At least, not one that's been announced – he's got to have some sort of idea."

**"Well, I wish you luck, Rampancy,"** Will said, sounding apologetic, after someone called his name on his end, just barely audible to the listening Grifball players. **"I've got to run now. I hope everything works itself out soon, but Anderson'll get you all through this, he'll have a plan, you'll see."**

"Bye, Will," Alex called, the others quickly echoing him, and Kiara picked up her phone and ended the call, as silence fell across the table once more.

While Kiara put her phone back in her pocket, Jamie cleared her throat, and finally addressed the elephant in the room, asking the question that had been hanging over them all this time. "So who do we think is going to be the newest captain?"

Dread rolling through her, Arika hung back as the rest of the team chattered excitedly over the decision. However, despite the obvious excitement, it was clear that there was an edge of competition to the conversation, as each player mentally sized themselves up against the others.

"Do you think Coach'll choose a girl?" Ellen asked, hands on the table and leaning forward a little, her eyes twinkling slightly, and Arika was more than capable of reading between the lines to see that she was putting herself forward as a contender.

Kiara was the first to reply, and she looked more than a little sceptical. "I don't know if that would be good for the team," she replied slowly, not quite meeting Ellen's eyes but there was still a note of warning in her tone.

"Certain ones wouldn't be for sure," Sophie piped up, rolling her eyes meaningfully in the direction of Jamie, who began to flare up in indignation. _Here we go again,_ Arika mused tiredly, waiting for the fireworks to begin.

Before the Hybrid could retaliate, Alex leaped in, playing the peacemaker. "Hold on now, if I know Coach, and I think I do, he'll settle for someone who's been on the team for a decent amount of time."

"Is that your way of letting us rookies down lightly?" Jason asked, irritated by Alex's insinuation, and prepared to voice his displeasure. "Because I'll remind you that Kiara, Arika and Ellen have only been around for a couple more games than us."

Jamie looked as though she was about to comment something less than kind, and already more than a bit fed-up with all the arguing that had already gone on, Arika stepped in, not give her a chance to blow up. "I think what Alex meant that we should be getting ready to follow his orders." Raising an eyebrow, she added, "Is that a correct summary?"

Alex glanced over the Tank's shoulder, not quite meeting her gaze. "That was definitely not it – we all know I'd make a terrible captain, even by Jackson's standards."

"So what was it then?" teased Ellen, and once more Arika had to resist the temptation to roll her eyes, but she managed, not wanting to spark off any more problems within the team.

"Well I think Arika's going to get captaincy," asserted Sophie, not giving Alex a chance to explain, smiling in Arika's direction.

Pinching her fingers together tightly under the table, Arika managed to hold in a satisfied grin. But it was difficult, of course. Dare she hope? It was likely a long shot, but it would mean so much if Coach trusted her with leading the team.

"I meant I thought you'd be a good captain, Ellie," Alex finally replied, and this time Arika _did _roll her eyes, no longer able to hold it in. Ellen, in Arika's opinion, at least, did a far worse job at hiding her smugness than she had herself. The glares from Jamie and Sophie managed to school her expression into a more modest one, however, as Ellen promptly realised that not everyone might feel the same way.

"After all that's happened, you can't be serious," muttered Jamie darkly, clearly not having forgotten the events of the last few weeks. Ellen's eyes widened slightly at this insult, her nostrils flaring, and she looked like she was preparing a retort when Alex nudged her gently with his shoulder, glancing at her warningly.

Feeling that the friendly meeting was about to dissolve into something more unpleasant, featuring strife, arguments and accusations, Arika cleared her throat in order to call everyone's attention back to the original topic. When all eyes returned to her, she placed her hands flat on the table, looking at each of them in turn. "How about we worry about that when Coach announces the new captain?" she suggested. "Meanwhile, I think we should promise each other that whomever gets captaincy won't be like Jackson and abuse it."

Kiara nodded in support. "From now on, we should work as hard as possible without Jackson so we can win games."

"Amen to that," said Alex, seconds after her, and this time there wasn't a hint of indecision in his voice.

"Promise to not let him bother us anymore?" Jamie added, glancing at the two guys in particular, as they were the only ones with any kind of motive to defend him.

Jason dipped his head, having evidently given up his old attempts to defend Jackson in the light of his demotion. _About time he saw sense, _Arika thought, but she was genuinely glad rather than spiteful, as Jason seemed like a nice enough guy when he wasn't letting Jackson dictate his actions. "Sounds fair."

"I like the way you guys think," Ellen added enthusiastically, while Sophie merely nodded, evidently feeling that everything that needed to be said had already been.

It warmed Arika's heart to see everyone join in and agree on something for the first time it what felt like months. Maybe Jackson's demotion really _would _be the best thing that could have happened to them, if today was any sort of indication. This was a team she could be proud to be a part of, she knew, captain or not.


	57. Chapter 56: Winning Streak

**(A/N) We're back again guys with a new update (sorry again for the delay, college essays were holding me back, but we're through those now), this time from Baldore and Desmond Danhar, as we see how Rampancy perform when a new captain has to step up to the plate. I have to say, I really enjoyed this chapter, and I hope you all will too.**

**Also, for those who might be interested, yesterday we débuted our latest fic – In the End, You Always Kneel – which you may have heard us mention before. It's a Hunger Games/Avengers crossover, and we're having a lot of fun writing it, so give it a peek and let us know what you think!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Six – Winning Streak<strong>

**Desmond Danhar**

**Written by Baldore**

* * *

><p>"<em>Winning has nothing to do with racing. Most days don't have races anyway. Winning is about struggle and effort and optimism, and never, ever, ever giving up." <em>

― Amby Burfoot, _Runner's Guide to the Meaning of Life_

* * *

><p>"This'll be the day we waited for! This'll be the day we open up the door!" Sam belted out as her partner cringed, before he sighed and yanked out one of her earbuds.<p>

"Sam, cut it out! We've got to get to our seats before the game starts." Desmond almost had to yell to be heard over the noise of the crowd, as the pre-game chants began to ring out from opposite ends of the stadium. "And what are you listening to?"

"Jeff Williams, awesome music, y'know," she answered, grinning cheekily. Before Desmond could respond, she plucked her reporter pass out of his hands and popped her earbud back in. "A bit classical for your tastes though, was recorded hundreds of years back, nothing like those synthesized metal/rock fusions you love!"

Examining the pass, she split into an even bigger grin. "Ooooh, we actually got decent seats this time. I swear, if we had to sit by the coney dog concessions again..."

"Ah, come on, it wasn't that bad last time..." Desmond protested, trailing off as his argument fell flat even to his own ears.

"The coney sauce is _still_ encrusted in that camera," Sam reminded him, digging and elbow into his ribs with a grin.

"Okay, fine. Maybe it was that bad," he conceded, as the shoved their way through multitudes of Grifball fans. Not for the first time, the reporter mentally compared the horde of fans to a vicious school of piranhas. Emphasis on 'vicious'.

_Then again, it's not a Grifball game in the stands without a flying elbow to the face, _he mused, dodging one of the aforementioned elbows.

After pushing his way into the stands, avoiding collisions down the stairs and dodging flying plates of food from fellow fans, the two finally made it to their seats. Desmond quickly brushed food off his jeans, a gift from a group of idiots holding pre-game food fights, and sighing at a splotch of soda soaking into his Grifball jacket.

_Right on George Reamus's autograph too. That'll be a pain to get out later..._

And yet, as always, Sam made it to their seats completely unscathed. Desmond merely shook his head at this phenomenon, still not quite sure how she did it. He'd stopped asking after a while, knowing that he'd only get a shrug and wink in response.

As they set up their respective tools of the trade – a high definition camera on a tripod for Sam and a notebook along with stats and line ups for Desmond – they held their usual pre-game small talk. They didn't actually _have _to ask the questions since they both knew the ritual questions by heart, and all of the answers as well, but both the reporter and photographer were creatures of habit, so they did so anyway.

"So, Dez, what's the match up tonight?" Sam asked adjusting her camera and taking a picture of several Rampancy super-fans that each had a different Rampancy member's face painted on their chest in varying shades of blue.

"Rampancy and..." Desmond paused as he double checked his notes. "Tungsten."

"Hmmm," Sam murmured, as though this was news to her. "My bet's on Tungsten; you know I'm a Tungsten fan myself. Plus, Rampancy might be a little outta wack after all the stuff they've had goin' on."

"I'll take that bet. Rampancy has been doin' well in the season," Desmond replied, nodding affirmatively. "They'll pull through..."

"I think you just _like_ the _new_ players." The stress on 'new' and the wiggling of her eyebrows suggested that she meant the women, if he was any judge – Desmond, as you may have guessed by now, was not always the quickest on the uptake.

"No, that's not it," Desmond protested, going slightly red. At times like this, he wondered if she knew about his 'crush' – as high schoolers (and other, less mature co-workers *cough, cough, Nettles, cough, cough*) called it – and was stringing him along. Or she might just like seeing him squirm. He wouldn't put either past her...

"Earth to Desmond," Sam pulled him out of his thoughts with a bop on the head. "You started to space-out there. What's up?"

"Nothing, I'm fine," he protested, trying to ignore the questioning look in her eye.

Sam raised a sceptical eyebrow.

"I am!" he insisted, looking away towards the arena below them.

"Riiiiiiiiiiiiight," Sam didn't sound convinced one bit. "And I'm the Supreme Dictator of the United Yeti's Front for Universal Domination."

"Congratulations! But I'm insulted that you didn't tell me till now," her partner shot back, lopsided grin cancelling out the sarcasm-laced comment, attempting to steer the conversation away from the previous topic.

"Fine, don't say. But you're not getting a ride from me to your apartment until you let the cat out of the metaphorical bag." She gave him a sickeningly sweet smile but continued speaking before he could process the carpooling blackmail. _I knew her offering a ride was suspicious_, he mused, as she spoke. "So what's Rampancy's line-up? Didn't their captain get probation or something?"

"Yeah, they haven't exactly stated as to why but I've got a good guess as to why," Desmond replied, glancing at the starting line ups. "Huh, that's weird. There isn't a captain listed yet..."

"Eh, we all knows it's going to be Cross," Sam reasoned. "He's the only veteran with Weisman gone and Jackson out of the running."

"Good point." The reporter agreed. "I doubt Anderson'll put a newbie in the Captain slot. Anyways, the game's about to start. They've already got those dang cheerleaders out. I _still _don't see their relevance."

"Because most guys like seeing cheerleaders."

"But they're completely irrelevant!" Desmond spluttered, surprised to hear Sam defending the practice. "Girls in skimpy outfits riling up the drunken portion of the crowd has no relevance or purpose in the game of Grifball," he continued, ranting. "Just get to the game already!"

"Dez, were you dropped as a baby?" Sam inquired. "Scratch that. Were you drop _kicked _as a baby?"

"No, I wasn't," he snorted, then looked thoughtful, and added as an aside: "Though I'm fairly certain Jacob was. His logic is just never, well, logical."

"Right," Sam just shook her head, clicking off pictures.

"Are you taking their pictures?" the reporter accused.

"Yup," Sam confirmed, laughing at her successful attempt to get under his skin.

"You aggravate me," he muttered glumly, flipping through stats for the two teams. Things matched up pretty evenly, with Tungsten doing pretty well, and, depending on Rampancy's team dynamics, they might have an edge there.

But, he'd interviewed Rampancy. He knew them...or at least he was acquainted with them. And they were fierce. Each player he'd met with had displayed a determination to win. A fighting spirit. And that's why Desmond wasn't counting them out of the running just yet.

_Speaking of running..._

Both teams were currently running out onto the fields, earning raucous cheering from all sides of the stadium, including a cheer for Tungsten from Sam and a cheer for Rampancy from Desmond. Technically, they weren't supposed to be cheering or have favourites if one wanted to go strictly by Bossman's orders on impartiality. But, what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her, and it was an unwritten rule among the employees to not say anything.

After a few seconds, Desmond remembered he _was_ here to work and quickly took in the massive score board. The largest of the projections simply showed up-close images of the players and the two smaller (and usually ignored by fans) side projections showed some statistics, fun facts and line ups that would change to the score once the game actually started.

George Crow, Lucas Fleming, Antonio Montoyez and Luke McDougal up against Rampancy's Jamie Evans, Ellen Thompson, Alex Cross and Arika Myles with...Ellen as Captain.

_Wait...what?_

"Anderson's gone senile," Desmond muttered.

"What?"

"Anderson. Rampancy Coach. FYI, doesn't like reporters," Danhar informed his partner, shaking his head. "He's got Ellen as Captain. He's got a r_ookie_ as Captain. What is wrong with that man?"

"Ooooooh, he did, didn't he?" Sam cackled. "'Bout time someone besides the Sirens have a women as a Captain! Boo-yah!"

Desmond nodded in agreement, settling in to watch the game. As Rampancy and Tungsten went to their respective sides, he poised his hand over his notebook.

As the countdown started, a familiar (but still no less astounding) phenomenon occurred. The entirety of the stadium, from the drunks to the super fans to the teens to the rich to the rich, drunk, super fan teens quietened down. With almost a sense of reverence the stadium filled with the starting ritual.

_Beep..._

_Beep..._

_BEEEEP!_

As their armour lock turned off, both teams sprung to action. Rampancy took off towards the middle court while Tungsten executed a spawn bonk – though Desmond used the term 'spawn bonk' loosely, as the result was skewed from the desired effect. Meaning one team-killed Tank, one Runner on the wrong side of the court and one _really_ confused Hybrid.

_Not their best start._

With that rather large screw up, Alex easily scooped up the ball, Arika and Jamie tag teaming the defender and Ellen dispatching a disoriented Tungsten Runner. Rampancy had one explosion in their name before Tungsten's Tank had even re-spawned.

"Wanna rethink our bet, Samy?"

"Not a chance, Dez. I've got faith in ol' Tungsten."

The next point was much closer, with Tungsten grabbing the ball after a successful spawn bonk. With Tungsten forming a close knit circle of protection around Fleming (their Runner) and charging the Rampancy players full force.

When the Rampancy blue (_Why couldn't they be red_?' Desmond wondered. _'Alliteration rocks. They could be have been Rampancy red...)_ met with the Tungsten red, the Grifball court suddenly resembled an old Saturday morning cartoon fight scene.

By the time the gravity hammers stopped slamming and the metaphorical dust cleared, the only three players left were Fleming, Ellen, and Cross. The Rampancy two quickly cut off the route to the goal and Ellen began to circle around.

Fleming realized what was happening and made a break for the goal...almost making it before Cross' energy sword sizzled through his back.

Rampancy scored easily from that, followed by another quick blitz score giving them a whopping 3-0 lead.

"Sam?"

"No, I'm sticking with Tungsten," she insisted stubbornly, though she was beginning to look worried.

Apparently, Tungsten didn't like Rampancy wiping the floor with them and redoubled their efforts. The red-clad players surged forward, fiercely fighting with everything they had, beating Rampancy back for two points in their name.

"See?" Sam laughed, snapping off a photograph, perfectly capturing the Rampancy capture plate as flames spilled from it. Both teams were making substitutions, indicating that the two could converse a little without worrying about missing the game. "I told you that Tungsten would make a comeback."

"Oh, really?" Desmond grinned. "They're still behind a point."

"They'll make it up," Sam shot back, bridling at his reminder of the scoreline.

"Wanna bet?"

His partner nodded. "When have I ever turned down a bet? What's the wager?"

"No idea...how about the loser has to restock the employee snack room back at base?" he asked, thinking guiltily about all the donuts he had snaffled before leaving with Sam that morning.

"Deal," Sam smirked. "But if I was you, I would have gone with getting a ride back."

"Wait...you were _serious_ about that?!"

He only received a laugh in response and a sweeping gesture towards the game, indicating that both teams had finished substitutions, with Tungsten switching out George Crow (a Tank) for Fred Hendricks (a Hybrid) and Rampancy substituting Arika Myles with Kiara Thomas.

That was probably a good choice for Rampancy, Desmond felt, and sure enough the team scored another two points to put Tungsten away in record time. As the final Grifball was placed to clinch Rampancy's win, the explosion from the stands rivalled the bomb's.

As the Grifball fans slowly degraded to the level of rabid cavemen and ran out of the stadium to celebrate, get drunk to the point that they could no longer stand, mourn the loss, stalk the game's players or any combination of the above, Sam and Desmond remained in their seats. They made idle small talk as they calmly stood their ground to finish notes or snap off a few more pictures, until eventually the both wrapped up, gathered their stuff and headed out.

"So," Desmond said, smirking, remembering what Rampancy's victory meant. "I wonder who's gonna restock the break room...?"

"Oh, shove off, Dez," Sam chuckled, flipping her blonde hair behind her head. "Rampancy barely won."

"Nah. It was a blow out," he retorted, following her out of the stadium.

"So, you want to tell me what was on your mind?" his partner asked, changing the conversation suddenly, a mixture of concern and a ghost of a smirk on her face.

"No. I don't," he replied, and followed her out to the carpark in silence.

"Last chance, Dez," she quipped a few minutes later, as she stopped by her car, the keys already out in her hand.

"Nah." He shook his head. "Are you really going to strand me?"

"Yup," she replied, laughing, closing the door and slowly driving off. "Come on, you know I always find out what's going on, even if you don't tell me."

"No, Sam." The reporter was almost jogging to keep up with the moving vehicle.

"Then I'm not giving you a ride." She grinned cheekily at him before shooting off. "G'night, Dez!"

The eldest of the Danhars sighed and pulled out his phone, grumbling as he dialled a number, ruing the day he had ever been introduced to the source of his frustration, as he watched her car pull away.

"Hey, Jacob. What's up, little bro? Yeah, I know we're twins...what's the point of my call...?" He stared at where Sam's car had been just a little before. "Well, I kinda need a ride..."

* * *

><p>"I <em>still<em> can't believe you did that," Desmond grumbled to himself, frowning at his partner.

"You're still hung up on that?" Sam asked incredulously, barely holding back laughter, which only served to incense Desmond further.

"Yes! Seriously, it wasn't cool. I had to call Jacob to pick me up! My younger brother!" Desmond was one teasing comment away from bursting into full blown rant mode.

"Yeah, yeah. Cool your jets, Dez. I said I'm sorry."

His frown only deepened. "It doesn't count when it's followed by a 'but I did warn you', Sam."

"Meh, details."

Desmond sighed at the manner in which she brushed away his outrage. "You aggravate me."

"So you say." She just shook her head. "But now you know better than to hold out on me, and I know better than to take a bet concerning Grifball with you."

The Grifball reporter just sighed, shook his own head in defeat, then rolled his eyes while making sure to keep a look out for their seats. It was only four days after the last Rampancy game and the two were already at another. Desmond smiled at the thought of getting to do another article following the team. Ever since he'd gotten the chance to interview most if the team, he'd grown to like 'em. They were a bunch of fiery spirited individuals and, unlike some other teams, didn't seem to put up some fake front for reporters and the like.

At least, as far as he could tell.

Snapping his mind back to what was going on now, he refocused on the game. Today, Rampancy would be facing Whiplash. Whereas Tungsten had been a toss up going into it, Whiplash would be quickly beat down. After Rampancy's last game, with all team members working as a well-oiled machine, and after Whiplash's recent 'slump', there was little doubt left in the reporters mind on the outcome.

Suddenly Desmond felt someone slap the back of his head.

"What was that for, Sam?" he asked his partner, rubbing the spot gingerly. It hadn't actually hurt that much, more of a grazing blow, but it'd shocked him out of his thoughts.

"You were spacing out again," Sam provided, settling into her seat as did her partner. "You alright, Dez?"

"Yeah, why do you ask?" he replied, a little surprised by the sudden concern.

"Well, you've seemed more spacey lately," she admitted, shrugging. "Plus, when we first became partners, you'd tell me everything. Recently, you've been trying to hide it from me when something bugs you. Like last week, for example."

Desmond thought Sam almost sounded offended or hurt even in the accusation. "Sorry, Sam...I've just had a lot on my mind."

His partner sighed like he'd missed the point. "Then tell me. I like to think we're friends in addition to partners, Dez."

Desmond didn't respond until several seconds had passed, and then he managed to point out that the game had started, at which point his partner glared at him and went back to work. She didn't try to pry again.

The game started off with a bang, quite literally. Oddly enough, neither team spawn bonked, and due to that every person on the field reached the centre at the exact same time. In the massive fight that occurred afterwards, Whiplash's Runner managed to sneak past and score the first point of the game.

The Rampancy women, as the entire starting line-up was female consisting of Jamie, Ellen, Sophie and Kiara, didn't take kindly to losing the first point. They struck back viciously with a perfectly executed spawn bonk. That quickly tied things up.

And if that did anything, it only served to fuel Rampancy's will. The team quickly pummelled Whiplash back for two more consecutive points. That gave Rampancy a comfy 3-1 lead that they didn't look like they wanted to surrender.

As both teams made substitutions (a Whiplash Defender sprained an ankle, so he came off, along with Jason coming in for Sophie), Desmond felt his mind begin to wander. However, his musings were cut off when he spotted someone in the stands. Splitting into a big grin, Desmond shot off a quick explanation to Sam, who was still fuming, and made his way to where former Rampancy Captain Jackson Rothe was seated, wearing a crisp suit and tie.

Tapping him on the shoulder, Desmond plopped down next to him. Several wary Rampancy fans glared at him, as they had probably wanted to get a word in with the Hybrid. Desmond held up a sole finger in the universal sign for 'One second' to signal that he'd try to be brief. "'Ello there, Mr. Rothe. What's with the long face? You look like someone just forced you to eat a lemon."

"Danhar," the ex-captain stated, not sounding too pleased to see him.

"Call me Desmond," the reporter replied, grinning and ignoring the unwelcome vibes. "Hey, I don't suppose I could sneak an interview in, could I?"

"No."

"Is that a 'no, I don't mind' or a 'no, no interview?'" Desmond inquired.

"No interview please, Desmond." Jackson sighed, giving the reporter a look that seemed to say 'Or else.'

"Then how about just talking as friends?" Desmond glanced at the scoreboard and the field, jotted down some notes and stashed his notepad. He could always get the replays of the game, but this would be his only chance to get a chance to talk with Rampancy's captain. Well, technically former captain, he knew but it'd still be a while before the reporter would have the whole thing straight. He had a terrible memory and he doubted this would be different.

Jackson just frowned, turning back to the game without a word.

Desmond sighed, he wasn't getting very far with this. "So..."

"What?"

"How's life?" the reporter asked lamely, feebly trying to start a conversation.

"I'm no longer captain, my team has been reduced to a bunch if girls and I'm not even playing," Rothe grumbled angrily. "How do you think I'm doing?"

"When you phrase it like that, not well," Desmond said. "But you could also look at that you're playing the sport that you love professionally for a living and a supportive team behind you."

"Supportive team? I lost my captainship!" Jackson stated incredulously.

"You were captain for a good chunk of the games, and they didn't kick you off the team," Desmond pointed out. "Look, I don't know what happened, but I doubt they're holding any negative feelings towards you."

"Yeah, right. I'm not the one at fault here." Jackson snorted.

"I didn't say you were," Desmond replied, smirking, as Jackson glowered. "So…what happened, anyway?"

"Why? So you can print it in some tabloid or another?" the Rampancy player snapped. "It's none of your business."

"I was just curious, I wouldn't print anything without permission," Desmond retorted, angry at the accusation. "I didn't publish anything from that last interview, did I?"

"No, but that doesn't mean you wouldn't this time."

"Fine then, I'm not going to press you for anything," the brown-haired man sighed, shaking his head in exasperation. "But you know what they say. You can't hide from your ghosts."

"I'll keep that in mind," Rothe said coolly, in a tone that indicated that this conversation was over. "Now, can you leave me alone."

"Yeah, yeah, I get it. Nobody likes the reporter." Desmond stood up with a roll of his eyes. "Could I possibly get a quote or something at least?"

"Fine, if it makes you buzz off," Jackson groaned. "Just say that I'm proud of how far Rampacy's come this season and that Ellen will do a good job as captain."

"Gotcha, thanks Mr. Rothe," Deciding not push his look any further, he quickly scampered back to his seat.

"What was that all about, Dez?" Sam asked as he returned, eyes staying focused on her camera.

"I was just trying to get an interview from Mr. Rothe," he replied, pointing him out from the crowd. The former captain had his eyes trained on the arena below them, tracking the game with obvious interest, as much as he tried to hide it.

"And that well…well?"

"No…" Desmond murmured sadly. "I don't think he likes me."

"That makes two of us then, Dez," Sam said, before chuckling quietly to herself.

"Ouch, you wound me," her partner replied sarcastically, trying to catch up on what'd be missed in the game while he was gone.

It turned out, not a whole lot. Rampancy appeared to have scored another point, but couldn't seem to get another. Whiplash had begun focusing on defence, determined not to let Rampancy have the game. The round for Rampancy's fifth point or Whiplash's third had been raging for a while, and became one of the longest rounds Desmond had ever seen. One team's runner would grab the ball and make a break for it, only to be killed after a few steps, and wash, rinse and repeat.

That was until Rampancy finally caught a break, at least.

Whiplash decided to make a gutsy move. Their Runner had grabbed the ball and the entire team surged forward, not waiting for their member who had been slain seconds before and was currently respawning.

Rampancy however, was at full strength. The red of Whiplash rammed against the blue of Rampancy, the teams colliding like waves crashing against rocks in a storm. Then, a Whiplash player fell, courtesy of Jamie, and one of the blue clad warriors scooped up the ball, and the now-orange (after a second he realised that it was Ellen Thompson) player sprinted for the plate.

The resulting explosion signalled the end of the game and signalled for the start of Rampancy's fan's celebration and Whiplash's mourning.

As he left the stadium with Sam, he glanced over his shoulder at the celebrations, which consisted mainly of upset swaths of people and a bar fight (no doubt a combination of the game's outcome and some fanatical drunks) and grinned.

Rampancy was on a roll this season.


	58. Chapter 57: Promotion Day

**(A/N) Hey all, back after a delay with a new chapter for Grifball: Running Rampant! This chapter was written by the ever-wonderful Minaethiel, for Ellen Thompson. Now, before I let you all go and read this chapter, just wanted to let you know that we're looking for nominations for our second annual awards ceremony – this year, we'll be celebrating our collab's own fics. At the moment, we're looking for nominations for Best Chapter and Best Character in Grifball: Running Rampant, and would be delighted to hear what you guys think on that. Feel free to leave a review to let us know, or else head on over to our forum – The Freelancer Collaboration – and let us know there, or indeed, just PM us!**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Seven – Promotion Day<strong>

**Ellen Thompson**

**Written by Minaethiel**

* * *

><p><em>"Leadership is not about titles, positions, or flowcharts. It is about one life influencing another."<em>

– John C. Maxwell

* * *

><p>With Jackson banned from playing and stripped of his captaincy, the pre-game locker room had a conflicted air about it that had Ellen paying special attention. The scowling ex-captain was on a bench across from the rest of the team, with a face that could have been made of stone given how solid his anger evidently was. Opposite of him sat the rest of Rampancy, who were clearly more at ease than usual. Jason and Arika were idly discussing some breaking news story from earlier that morning, while Kiara and Alex were chuckling over something the latter had said. However, Ellen couldn't help but notice the way he team would flick anxious or triumphant looks in Jackson's direction every now and again.<p>

While the Defender was more than happy with the punishment Anderson had dropped on him, the last thing she wanted was for yet another fight to break out. Knowing Jackson, he'd be the first to start one too, if he saw enough reason. Then again, Ellen supposed, Jackson wasn't a complete idiot. Another toe out of line and Coach would probably ban him from playing for the rest of the season. While it would be an unfortunate turn of events where the former-captain was concerned, it might just make everything a bit more relaxing.

Of course the press would probably rip the team apart trying to find out the reason for Jackson's suspension. Given how much teams depended on their fans, Jackson's issues would probably hurt the team more than help them, if it got out. Ellen sighed at the thought, leaning forward slightly in impatience. Thinking about everything going on was just going to distract her from the game at hand.

"Alright, listen up, Rampancy."

The quiet chatter that had filled the empty space of the locker room petered out as Coach Anderson entered the room, the door dropping shut behind him. Almost everyone turned to face Rampancy's coach, though Jackson barely spared him a glance before looking away. If possible, his mood seemed to darken further.

"Before we go into this game, there is a vacancy to be filled. I've been thinking hard about who to give the spot of captain to, and I'm sure I've made the right choice. They'll be calling the shots in today's game as well."

_Coach must have a lot of confidence in whoever he picked to drop the ball on them on game day. I don't envy the sudden pressure!_ However, she expected Coach to stick with experience. Alex was the next most senior member of the team and had been playing on Rampancy for several seasons. If anyone could think like Coach so soon, it would probably be him. Then again, Arika had also shown respectable leadership skills in the past few weeks. Whenever trouble flared up, she seemed to spearhead the charge against it.

With all the trouble still present between Ellen herself, Jamie, and Sophie, Ellen doubted Coach would pick one of them, particularly since Jamie and Sophie were still pretty new and inexperienced. Kiara didn't have the aura of authority to be captain, and she supposed Jason was still fairly new as well for him to be picked.

"Rampancy's new captain will be Ellen. I'm sure she'll make an excellent leader for the team."

The Defender felt her jaw slacken slightly at the announcement, which was a sentiment clearly shared by the rest of the team. She was Rampancy's captain now? Over Arika and Alex? Jackson looked infuriated at the announcement, and Ellen caught him biting his lip to keep what she believed was a would-be tirade back.

"Captain Ellie," Alex said, nudging her with a wink. "I think I could get used to saying that eventually."

He didn't seem bothered by the announcement, which lifted a weight off of Ellen's shoulders. One by one, her teammates snapped out of their own shock and moved to congratulate her.

"I'm sure you'll do a great job, Ellen!" Kiara exclaimed in excitement.

Arika gave her a half-smirk and nudged her shoulder. "Do a good job out there, or we'll have to have a _second_ replacement captain."

Ellen knew Arika well enough to recognize the joke, but she still couldn't help the feeling of nervousness bubbling in her stomach. Still, if Anderson had the faith in her to give her the position, then she'd give it her all! Standing up, Ellen tucked her helmet underneath her arm, stretching slightly. This was the part where she made a captain's speech, right? No skipping right to the game? She wasn't entirely sure what to say. The announcement hadn't really sunk in.

"I never expected to be offered this position. I'm surprised that you have this much confidence in me, Coach," she added wryly. "Still, I'll give it everything I have to make sure that confidence is justified! Let's get out there and win this, Rampancy!"

Maybe it was a short speech, but it seemed to give the team playing a new wind if the whistles and whoops of excitement were any clue. Anderson allowed it to continue for a few seconds before waving it off.

"Save the celebrating for when you win. The line-up for the first round has already been given, but in case you forgot, Ellen, Alex, Arika and Jamie will be on the field first. Go on out and show them how to play."

Ellen slipped her helmet onto her head and grabbed the hilt of her sword. Almost unconsciously she found herself in front of the team, and as the tunnel into the actual arena came into view, she felt adrenalin beginning to build. She'd entered through these tunnels countless times, but it felt like it had a new weight now, which only doubled as the roars of the crowd intensified upon seeing Rampancy enter.

Across the field, their opposition was already lining up. It had been a while since they had seen the Sirens, but Ellen could tell that they had been training just as hard as Rampancy. From the observations Will and Jackson had brought back before their first game, the new captain could easily recognize each member by armour configuration. Their captain, Sarah Walker, was sharing words with her team of Hybrids. Ellen was surprised that they had made it so far in their first season, but then they'd been tough opponents during their first meeting.

"So what's our plan, Ellen?" Jamie finally spoke up, eyeing the opposition.

Ellen sized the Sirens up, noting two hybrids alongside Sarah, who was a tank. Their runner seemed lithe even with bulkier armour, which made Ellen wary of her. She'd be tough to lock down if she was as manoeuvrable as she looked.

"Ok, here's what we'll do," Ellen finally began. "Jamie and I will launch Arika and Alex. Alex, once you get the bomb, fall back to me and we'll fight our way to the plate. Arika and Jamie, make sure to keep as many of them off of us as you can. Hopefully Alex and I will only have to deal with their Runner."

It wasn't the fanciest of plans, but hopefully it would get the job done.

"What about if they get the ball?"

Ellen had expected the question and chuckled, shrugging it off. "We do what we can to get it back. I'll watch the plate while you guys attack head on."

Jamie snickered at the answer to her question, flashing a look at Ellen that she believed was amusement. "Not even asking for the ball back nicely first? Harsh."

Hearing the Hybrid joke around without her normal antagonistic edge was a welcome relief. Normally any pre-game attempts at humour were snuffed out by their illustrious former captain, but already the mood was changing.

The four starters took their places on the field. Ellen put Jamie next to her in the middle so all Arika and Alex would have to do was break middle as soon as the round started.

As fate would have it, as soon as the starting timer gave the go ahead, the two outside players were right on the ball. Ellen brought her hammer up over her head and took a step forward, swinging forward as Arika flashed in her vision. The resounding boom from both her and Jamie's hammer nearly matched the volume of the crowd through her helmet. Noise aside, relief flooded through her at the sight of both Arika and Alex flying forward, hammer and sword in hand respectively.

Unfortunately, Siren apparently had the same idea, but instead two Hybrids had been launched as opposed to their Runner, and despite their slimmer frames, they still made for imposing threats. Ellen bit her lip as she rushed forward, opting to keep her hammer out to help Jamie and Arika out. With no one in possession of the ball, the centre of the court quickly became a combat dance. Siren was trying to push hard to grab the ball, but Ellen could tell that her team wasn't backing down as blows became bolder and bolder between the two teams.

Finally, somebody slipped. One of Siren's Hybrids stepped too far forward and left herself open for Alex to slip forward and deliver a fatal blow to the gut. As the Hybrid disappeared to respawn, Rampancy pushed forward, and Ellen watched Arika bat the Runner away while Jamie shoved second Hybrid away with her shoulder. A quick sword slash across her chest quickly followed, leaving only Siren's captain left. Seeing the situation, she wisely fell back to regroup with the first Hybrid whom had respawned.

Alex snatched up the ball and, per Ellen's plan, fell back to join her.

"They've improved since the first game," Alex noted to her over a private channel.

Ellen nodded in response, watching as the sirens began to rush forward to meet Arika and Jamie.

"They have, but so have we. Arika and Jamie can handle holding them off. Let's go!"

The pair moved up behind Arika and Jamie, with Ellen assessing the situation. Sarah had clearly ordered one of the Hybrids and the Runner to stay back to defend the plate. Both women had swords out and were staring past the fight in the centre towards Ellen and Alex.

The Defender gritted her teeth, trying to figure out how to play the situation. In the end, she decided that brute force would be the best way to go. But she'd have to be quick; if the two centre players turned tail to also defend the plate, she and Alex would be sandwiched between the opposing team without support.

"Keep on my tail, Alex," Ellen ordered before dashing around the tangle in the centre, hammer out and at the ready. Immediately the two guards tensed up before rushing forward to meet her head on. Truth be told, Ellen hadn't thought about how to handle pushing forward if she continuously beat the two back, but Alex seemed to catch on quickly. The Runner and the Hybrid were both focused on her. Out of the corner of her eye, Ellen watched Alex flash around her, slamming the Grifball into the Runner's skull. Both she and the Hybrid, shocked by the action, provided Alex with precious seconds as he took off towards the goal. Just as the runner respawned, Rampancy's Runner dropped the ball on the plate, resulting in the trademark celebratory explosion.

Ellen felt herself respawn as soon as the bomb went off, and she smiled beneath her helmet.

"Nice work, Alex. I forget sometimes that the bomb is a weapon itself sometimes."

Chuckling, the Runner flashed a look over to her. "I know, whatever would you do without me, Ellie?"

Smiling beneath her helmet, the captain merely shook her head indulgently before waiting for the next match. Rampancy's next two scores went smoothly and as the team geared up for the next round, Jamie was replaced by Kiara, and Alex was benched to let Sophie have some game time.

Examining the line-up, Ellen stretched slightly, flinching slightly when her leg protested the action. Just two more scores, she assured herself. It can last for a couple more rounds. Arika had been on the field for as long as Ellen had and was looking somewhat tired, but she figured the game would be over quickly. After all, Rampancy was up three to zero.

"Ok, we're going to try something different. No launch this time. We'll all go together as a team, but I'll hang back behind you guys to watch the plate. I'm sure the Runner will try to slip past you guys if she sees a chance."

Ellen was actually counting on it. Without having to actually risk the entire team wiping, letting the Runner by so Ellen herself could tag her was a sound choice. They'd get the ball with fairly minimal risk of a bodyguard interfering.

"It's risky," Arika put in, "but it _could_ work. Let's do it."

She could almost imagine Jackson raging up where he was spectating with Coach, and the thought put a concentrated frown on her face. Ellen would prove with this play just how competent she was!

The starting sound went off and both teams surged forward. As expected, Siren launched their Runner forward, who scooped up the ball and fell back. Arika and Kiara were the first two to reach the middle, as Sophie had wordlessly slowed her pace to play a more supportive roll. Ellen watched from the back as the Runner weaved back and forth across the middle of the court, clearly trying to find a way to sneak past the bulk of Rampancy. As a precaution, Ellen moved forward a few steps, her sword hanging loosely by her side, but muscles tensed and ready to run at the slightest hint of a problem.

That problem came sooner than expected, as the Runner suddenly ran past Kiara's unguarded left side and began sprinting towards the goal. Ellen had positioned herself more to the right, and quickly turned tail to pursue. However after the first two steps, she felt her leg buckle beneath her and send her sprawling to the ground. Hissing at the sudden, sharp pain of it, she could only watch as the Siren Runner slammed the ball down to score the opposing team's first point of the game.

Immediately, Coach Anderson's voice was coming through her headset.

**"Ellen? What happened out there?"**

Sighing in irritation at herself, Ellen shook her head. "My leg gave out before I could really give chase. Sorry, Coach."

**"It happens after coming back from an injury. Come back up and you can rest that leg. I'll send Jason down to take your place."**

Taken out because of her injury. On her _first_ game as captain too! Grumbling in annoyance, she stashed her weapons on her armour and departed, passing Jason on the way.

"No worries; we'll be done with this in no time," he assured as he passed, twirling the hilt of his sword in his hand.

Ellen believed it, though she began to get worried as the game progressed. Siren and Rampancy traded scores, and with the game now at Rampancy's four points to Siren's two, Ellen was convinced Siren was going to step it up to another level. She wasn't disappointed as the all-woman team pushed back to score a third point. Groaning inwardly, she tried to think of what to suggest to the team next. Their first strategy seemed to work well. Tapping her radio, she looked down at the team.

**"Ok guys, let's end this. Same plan as the first round. Jason and Jamie will launch Sophie and Kiara."**

Affirmatives rang through, and Ellen felt a returning sense of pride. For it being her first game calling the shots, she wasn't doing too badly in her book.

As it was, she knew one person on the bench didn't feel the same way. Jackson – though not looking at her directly – had been burning a hole in the side of her head with his fury. He was clearly upset with the appointment of a woman to his position. Really, it was probably one of the biggest things that he would take as an insult. Despite her fairly decent performance, she wasn't expecting anything but scorn in the future from him.

Judging from the tension radiating from both Jackson and Coach Anderson, she fully expected there to be a fight later. But that was neither here nor there in her opinion. As long as Jackson learned his lesson, she couldn't care less how it was learned.

Turning her attention back to the field, Ellen watched as the signal to start was given. She almost immediately cursed as Jamie slammed her hammer down too late, instead catching Sophie with full gravity-blast, forcing the Runner to respawn. Kiara had been launched perfectly, and was fending off two hammer-wielding players. There was no communication as Jamie wordlessly ran forward to assist, with Jason rapidly following. Between the three of them – and the arrival of Sophie – they managed to beat back the team enough to swipe the ball.

With Sophie cradling the ball in her arms, Jason motioned her to fall back so Kiara and Arika could try and clear a path. Observing how the Siren's were set up, Ellen leaned forward, hands clasped to prop her chin up. It looked like they had caught onto Rampancy's plan and were making harder efforts to stand their ground. Sophie and Jason were manoeuvring to counter the Runner and Defender that were on defence for the Sirens.

Finally, there was a break. Kiara managed to trip the Hybrid she was fighting, forcing the Defender to cover. Sophie and Jason decided to take the chance and rushed past the fight in the middle. Over the roar of the crowd, Ellen forced herself to listen to the actual fight as Jason clashed swords with the other Defender. Sophie dashed past, and when the Defender turned to chase her, Jason kicked the back of her leg to trip her off. In the precious seconds it took to regain her balance, Sophie was running full tilt towards the goal, demonstrating the speed she was gifted with.

The stadium rocked with the final explosion, cheers and shouts matching the echo of the bomb as Rampancy finally brought the game to a close. Ellen jumped up with them, euphoric that they'd won even with the shock in the locker room earlier. A hand clasped on her shoulder, and she turned to see Coach Anderson standing up.

"Good effort for your first game. We'll talk more about future games and strategies once everyone else gets ready to go."

Finally, the reality began to sink in for her. Ellen Thompson was Rampancy's new captain, and she would do whatever it took to make the team the best that it could be.


	59. Chapter 58: A Necessary Evil

**(A/N) Looks like the guard is changing, Rampancy fans! And with Ellen taking over the team and Warg taking over editing for a bit, we'll have to turn you over to the capable powerhouse that is Lili-Hunter to see if Jackson will let this new lineup stand much longer than your interim editor...**

**TheMetaReborn: Thanks so much for your review! It's always great when we can inspire, and the comparisons to Monty really made our day. (Though if I go getting a big head, I can't go in a helmet to obscure my gender from a character we love to hate. Ain't villains the best?)**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Eight - A Necessary Evil<strong>

**Jackson Rothe**

**Written by Lili-Hunter**

* * *

><p><em>"When you betray someone, you also betray yourself.<em>"

- Isaac Bashevis Singer

* * *

><p>Jackson honestly didn't know how much more of this he could take.<p>

Seemingly overnight, everything had changed - and none of it for the better. The team dynamic had shifted almost completely, and Jackson was beginning to fear that it might be permanent. The relationships between the rest of the team had strengthened, while Jackson… hell, half of the time, Rampancy's former captain may as well have not been there at all.

At first, it had been little things. Subtle, easily explained - and if not for his natural suspicion of the rest of the team, Jackson probably would have forgotten all about them. But, as it was, they stood out like neon warning signs in his mind:

The way that, when Jackson stood at the back of the room, no one turned to look at him.

The way that Coach's eyes seemed to slide over his less-than-subtle figure, as though it weren't even there.

The way that the locker room conversation, in which he had always been a loud participant, was no longer directed at him.

Hell, for all intents and purposes, Jackson may as well have not been there at all.

In the beginning, Jackson had found it merely insulting. For God's sake, they were so fucking stupid it made him want to bang his head against a wall! Even though he wasn't captain anymore, Jackson had still been on Rampancy for the longest - hell, he and Alex had years more of experience on the Grifball field compared to the rest of the team. Just because he wasn't captain didn't mean he was useless.

But no one had asked for his counsel - not even Coach, who should know better than anyone just how sharp Jackson's mind could be. Of course, in the latest game against Majestic - Ellen's first trial as captain - it certainly hadn't seemed like they'd needed it. Rampancy had won with a comfortable two-point lead, which at any other time, Jackson may have been proud of.

But he knew better. Firstly, it took more than a single win to actually _make_ a captain. All those weeks ago, in the locker room after Rampancy's pre-season game against Siren, Jackson hadn't been lying to Coach.

The spark he saw in Alex, and in himself, just wasn't present in the girls. It flickered in Jason, but it would have to be shaped and nurtured before he'd become the formidable player that Jackson knew he could be.

But with the girls… it just wasn't possible. He'd thought he'd seen it in Jamie - but then she'd taken off her helmet, and his hopes had been dashed. Jackson had also thought he'd recognised it in Arika… hell, he'd even felt threatened by it. Maybe he still did.

But in Ellen? God, it was laughable. She wouldn't last a week.

Not that Jackson could say anything. A few short days ago, Jackson would have appeared as a captain concerned about the quality of his team. But now, he'd just come off as a bratty child, furious that someone else had gotten to play with his toy.

Still, it was _infuriating_. Heat pulsed through his body, a tightness bleeding into his hands that made him want to clench them into fists. A silent rage seemed to be permanently wrapped around his throat.

Jackson _hated_ this. Without his captaincy, without the respect of his team, he was _nothing_. Could do _nothing_. Could say _nothing_.

He was absolutely powerless, and he hated it.

* * *

><p>It took a few days - filled with nothing but more of being the same silent, ghostly presence - before something occurred to Jackson.<p>

It began as nothing more than a stirring of interest in his mind. He'd been pacing up and down the stretch of carpet in front of his TV, which had been quietly playing in the background, when a snippet of conversation had snatched his interest. To anyone else, it wouldn't have seemed like something special - but somehow, an instinctive part of Jackson - perhaps the same one that made him such a formidable strategist on the Grifball field - had recognised it as world-shatteringly important.

_"-you _insane_?"_ The man on-screen had yelled, a hand gesturing wildly at the x-ray before him. Jackson had paused and tilted his head to the side, watching the TV show - something about hospitals, he didn't really know - as the father of the patient blustered and yelled at the two impassive doctors before him. _"I'm not letting you anywhere near my daughter! You can't just break her leg again!"_

_"It needs to be done,"_ a steel-faced surgeon replied. "_We need to set the fracture, otherwise she could lose all movement in her lower leg."_

The father ran a distressed hand through his hair, and the second doctor suddenly remembered his line. _"She could be disabled for life if you don't let us go through with it."_

The scene had continued - more over-dramatised proclamations and wildly incorrect statements - but Jackson hadn't payed it any more attention. The ex-captain had frozen completely, the winds in his mind slowly picking up. And though it had taken a few more hours of careful consideration - he'd driven to training in a daze, eyebrows furrowed and thoughts spinning - in the end, it had been a completely chance memory that had whipped them into a hurricane.

He could remember, back when he was a stupid little kid, Jackson had broken his wrist after falling out of a tree. It hadn't entirely been his fault: his brother, William, had been egging him on - _climb higher, Jackson! What's the matter, little bro? Scared? Oh, please. Don't be such a girl, Jackson - or should I call you Jaqueline now?_

Ten-year-old Jackson had snarled in anger and thrown himself higher. But he'd missed the branch, and come crashing down on an outstretched hand. William had hurried over, hands reaching for Jackson, though he'd snatched them back at the pained screech that had erupted from his little brother at the accidental brush of their hands.

Fear and shock had warred on his brother's face, though it had quickly been swept away by a wave of fury. Jackson could still feel the sting of his brother's palm against his cheek - quickly followed by a hissed order to stop being such a crybaby. Jackson's lip had still quivered, but he'd obeyed instantly.

William had hesitated, told him to wipe the snot off his face, and then led his little brother back to the house. Jackson's hand had been awkwardly cradled by his side, but at his brother's hissed order, he hadn't said a word to his parents about it for days. It had only been after his mother had noticed the swelling that he'd been taken to a hospital at all.

After the initial x-rays, the doctor had returned and said that Jackson's wrist had already begun to heal - but, unfortunately, in all the wrong places. The bones in his wrist would have to be re-broken and set before they could heal properly.

Fourteen years later, and Jackson had kept his word - no one, other than William and himself, knew how he'd broken his arm all those years ago.

But luckily for Jackson and for Rampancy, the value of silence hadn't been the only lesson that he'd taken away that day.

Rampancy was the broken bone, and Jackson was man enough to admit that he'd been the one who'd fractured it. His team had suffered, and he was the root cause. Now, in his absence - or, at least, absence in leadership - it had tried to piece itself back together.

But Rampancy had done it _wrong_.

They were healing in all the wrong places, just like Jackson's wrist had. The girls were smoothing over the cracks, trying to bring them together into a cohesive team. But all they were doing was harming it further, and no one else had realised it yet.

Jackson had to be like his doctor from all those years ago - he had to break the bone, set it in place, and then let it heal into its rightful position. He could _do_ this - he had to. Jackson had no other choice. If he left Rampancy in its current position, then all it would do was harm the team in the long run.

Jackson would have gone from the captain of an all-star team to… nothing. There was no value in a bench seat, and his teammates knew it. It was why they kept him there.

He knew what he had to do. Reluctance dragged slow fingers through his chest, unwilling to let his feet lead him on the path he had chosen. But his heart was firm in its conviction - this had to be done.

_Break the bone, and make it heal right._

There was only one problem, and Jackson's thoughts screeched to a halt as they ran into the roadblock. Rampancy relied, ultimately, upon one person - Coach Anderson. He was the strength that held them all upright when outside forces threatened to knock them down; the binds that held the team close when certain members wanted to rip it apart.

To be blunt: Coach Anderson was in Jackson's way.

Jackson had to break Rampancy - it was necessary. There was no way around it; it was for Rampancy's - and Jackson's - own good. But while Coach was still around, he was powerless to do much of anything at all.

Coach Anderson was Rampancy's foundation - but as soon as he broke, the rest of the team would be quick to follow. The solution was obvious, wasn't it?  
>Jackson was going to break/ him.

* * *

><p>After training that day, Jackson stayed much later than he normally would have. Leaning against the side of his car, the ex-captain pretended to be texting on his phone while he waited for the rest of the team to get in their own cars and drive away. In truth, if anyone had asked him, he wouldn't have had a clue what he was actually staring at - his focus was directed intently on the large doors leading out of Rampancy's training centre to the brightly-lit car-park.<p>

Alex and Ellen burst out a few seconds later, laughing about something undoubtedly stupid as they walked to their respective cars. Sophie, Kiara, and Jason followed in their footsteps a few minutes later, calling out goodbyes as they hurried to their cars. But Kiara, who usually walked home, took one look at the dark, cloud-covered sky and drew her coat more tightly around her. Jason seemed to sense her hesitation and called out an offer to drive her home. The redhead Tank gratefully accepted, and they bundled into his small car.

Jackson was hyperaware of everything that was going on around him, but he stayed in his position of slumped disinterest, and scrolled through his Grifball News app. Nothing interesting had happened recently, and all was relatively quiet.

But not for long.

Arika and Jamie bounded out of the training centre a moment later, talking quietly as they glanced around them. The smaller, brown-haired girl seemed to have forgotten where she'd parked her car - she had to dig her keys out of her pocket and unlock it from afar, waiting for the blinking taillights to tell her where to go. She bounced off with a final wave towards Arika, who smiled and did the same.

He lost interest in them as, finally, Ryan Anderson stepped into the car-park. Weird, Jackson thought - he'd expected Coach to stay for a lot longer. But it appeared he was eager to get home, because he barely gave the rest of the team a second glance before hurrying to his car. Jackson's eyes, no longer fixed on his phone, followed his progress with dark eagerness.

There was a few minutes of chaos as everyone tried to drive out of the car-park at once, resulting in a bottleneck at the gates. Jackson finally gave up on trying not to look suspicious - he stared, eyes narrowed, at the queue. Coach Anderson was last, and a smile curved the ex-captain's mouth. He held up his phone expectantly.

As Alex finally worked out that he was holding up the whole team and sped away, the rest of the cars began to disappear. But Coach Anderson hesitated at the gates, and Jackson saw his head glancing from side-to-side.

Then he spun the wheel, and drove to the right.

_"Gotcha,"_ Jackson whispered, and snapped a picture with his phone. The shutter sound echoed across the lonely parking lot, and he glanced down to see the result of his subterfuge. It was a perfect shot - Coach Anderson silhouette was framed against the light of a street lamp, his car wheels blurring in motion. His direction was obvious.

Because Coach Anderson had taken the road to the right, the one that led past downtown - to the seething underbelly of the city. He'd seemed in one hell of a hurry to get home.

Only thing was, Coach Anderson lived in the opposite direction.

Jackson smiled, and quickly saved three duplicates of the picture. It wouldn't do to accidentally erase his careful evidence. Then, he turned around and yanked open the door of his car, folding himself into the front seat. The car doors locked automatically, but he made no move to drive away.

Instead, Jackson scrolled through his list of contacts. He knew exactly what he was looking for, and he landed on the name within a few seconds. Tina McKay. The story-hungry journalist was exactly what he needed.

It dialled only for a few seconds before the woman on the other end of the line picked up. Jackson didn't give her a chance to speak. "Tina," he said shortly. "It's me."

A short pause, and then she snorted with laughter. "My, my. If it isn't the former captain of Rampancy himself. I was beginning to think you'd lost my number," she added accusingly, her voice a low drawl.

"Not at all," he replied, and his gaze flicked towards the rearview mirror. In the dwindling light, the blue glow of his dashboard reflected in his coldly calculative eyes. It made him look dangerous.

Like most journalists, Tina was impatient. He barely had to wait at all before she prompted him: "I assume you've got something for me, then?"

"Obviously."

Over the line, he heard a creak of leather as she leaned back into her seat. "Let's hear it, then."

Slowly, and though she couldn't see it, Jackson shook his head. "No, not now," he told her. "My information is going to send the Grifball world reeling, Tina. I can't afford for it to be mishandled."

Frustration bled over the line, and Jackson had to resist laughing under his breath. His little hint had caught her, hook, line, and sinker. Tina McKay was in the palm of his hand, and they both knew it.

"Fine, Rothe. We'll do it your way." Tina sighed. "Whatever you want - name it, it's yours."

"Smart choice," he remarked. "And I want everything. The front cover of every magazine. Breaking news on every channel. I want newscasters, journalists, even bloggers - _everyone, everywhere_, to be talking about it."

For a few moments, Tina was shocked into silence. But finally, she spoke. "That's a tall order, Rothe."

"Trust me," he said. "It'll be worth it."

"Fine." For a few moments, there was only the sound of her rapidly flipping papers. "But all of that won't come free, Jackson. I want your full cooperation."

"Done."

"I'm not kidding." Her tone grew serious, and unconsciously, Jackson straightened. "If you want this to be circulating the universe, we're going to need the evidence to back it up."

"I do," Jackson reassured her. "I have photos - and I'm sure you can get your hands on some bank statements."

He knew that Tina's curiosity would be absolutely scorching by now. "That's not enough," she snapped. "I want your full testimony, Jackson. On camera."

Shit. Jackson opened his mouth to argue, but a second later, he thought better of it. Perhaps his 'confession' would be enough to break Coach - once and for all. Hell, at least it would get everyone's attention.

Which was exactly what he needed. "Fine. I'll do it."

"Great! Tomorrow, then; nine o'clock. Meet me in my office - the secretary will let you straight in."

The ex-captain bit back a frustrated groan. "Can't do it. I have training tomorrow."

"You promised me your full cooperation, Jackson," she reminded him coldly. "Don't go back on your word now."

A flare of anger shot through him as Jackson realised that she was right. He had to do this, anyway. It was for Rampancy's own good.

Skipping one training session wouldn't kill him.

"Of course," he said stiffly. "I'll be there."

He hung up without a second word.

* * *

><p>"So, Jackson…" The bright white studio lights were almost blinding, but the Rampancy ex-captain merely squinted and tried to focus on the interviewer before him. It was Tina, of course - she didn't trust anyone else to do her job as well as she could.<p>

He could barely believe he was going through with this. Jackson was, single-handedly, going to destroy the career of one of the few men he'd ever had total respect and trust in. But it had to be done.

Besides, it wasn't as though Jackson was doing anything wrong - no, that had just been Coach. He was just the source; Ryan Anderson had dug his own grave. Now, he just had to lie in it.

Tina snapped her fingers, drawing his attention once more. Her smile was razor-sharp, and Jackson felt vaguely unsettled as he had its full focus directed towards him. "We've been told that you have to make a confession. Is that true, and of what nature?"

Revulsion clawed thick fingers down his throat and into his stomach. Jackson felt despicable as he opened his mouth, and took a calming breath. The cameras thrust in his face were too distracting - he aimed his gaze at the woman before him, and tried to pretend as though it were just the two of them. "I do," he began, and his hand crept unconsciously towards his neck. Jackson picked at his tie, trying to subtly loosen it, as he continued. "But it's not a personal one."

Tina's eyebrows arched in delicate surprise, and she leaned slightly forward. "Please," she purred, but the flash in her eyes told Jackson that it was nothing less than a demand. "Elaborate."

_Oh, God._ "It's about my team," he said. "Rampancy."

The words struggled out of his mouth. Fuck, but this had been his idea - why the hell was it so hard?

_You're fucking weak, Jackson. Man up, and spit it out. This_ has _to be done. For the good of Rampancy_.

His subconscious was right, Jackson realised. He was being a prissy little girl - the facts were there, he just had to say them. Screw Coach Anderson; he'd committed the crime, not Jackson. Despite the man's seemingly-good nature, he was rotten to the core.

And it was about time the rest of the world knew about it.

Just as Tina was growing frustrated, Jackson found his voice. It was harder, now, more confident. He was sure that his eyes reflected his attitude, and he found the courage to glare into the cameras. His reflection glowered back at him - angry, determined, and spitting truth as though it were fire.

"Coach Ryan Anderson is not the man he claims to be," was Jackson's first damning sentence. "Though he presents himself to the public as a supporter of equal opportunity for the sexes, especially for players on the Grifball field, Anderson is the worst kind of hypocrite - he regularly takes advantage of the inequalities between the sexes, and uses them for his own pleasure." His words dropped like blows of a hammer.

Tina was shocked into silence. Her mouth hung slightly open, but the glint in her eyes was all that Jackson needed to know that she thought she'd struck gold. "How does he 'take advantage'?" she questioned.

Jackson had to suppress a small, vicious smile. This interview was setting itself up exactly the way he'd wanted it to. He looked back into the cameras, and chose his words carefully. "Ryan Anderson, current Coach of Rampancy and well-known advocate of pro-women policies" - he paused, and let the silence stretch, knowing the words would be sinking into the minds of his audience - "regularly frequents brothels after taking out large transactions of cash."

Silence spread across the room. Even the muted whir of the cameras seemed to quieten, and the men and women working behind them stared with shock at the former captain. Jackson met their gazes with hard eyes, and nodded slowly. He spoke nothing but the truth.

"How long have you known?"

Jackson turned his head, facing his interviewer once more. He bit at his lip, debating the advantages of answering honestly. "A long time," he finally said. "Longer than I care to admit."

Tina leaned forward, her hands tightening around the clipboard on her lap. "And you never attempted to raise awareness for this?"

"I'm here now, aren't I?" But at a wave of her hands, he went on. "No. I didn't think it was any of my business - which, really, it still isn't. I never pursued details, because I didn't want to know any more than I already did." Jackson raised his voice, and slowly looked around the room, focusing on the cameras capturing his every word. His voice was strong. "But everyone - the women, especially - deserve to know _exactly_ who Ryan Anderson is… _exactly_ the type of man who is, supposedly, an advocate for women's rights."

The final words fell, and Jackson could almost feel their impact. He stared out amongst the shocked faces of the crew, watching the result of his 'confession'. Anger blazed in their expressions, a righteous fury directed at the man he had just condemned.

Jackson grinned, his teeth a white slash in the tan of his confident expression. He turned back to Tina. "Will that be all?"

"Oh, yes," she breathed. "That was perfect, Rothe. Thank you."

They both stood, and Jackson clasped her hand firmly. "It was my pleasure."

The shock seemed to have finally faded, and Tina grinned back. "This is going to be huge," she told him. "I doubt we'd have even needed half of the deals I made - by this time tomorrow, the whole universe is going to be talking."

A bitter satisfaction was burning just under his ribcage, and Jackson smirked. "Oh," he said, "I'm counting on it."

* * *

><p>By the time Jackson woke the next day, his phone was going off every other second.<p>

He'd only gotten two texts the day before, despite having missed training - a snarky demand to know just /where the hell/ he was, from Coach; and a less-subtle, all-capitals question from Alex. Jackson had answered either of them.

But when his alarm went off at five-thirty the next morning, Jackson's lock screen was peppered with text messages, missed calls, and angry emails - none of them, however, from any member of Rampancy. They were mostly his press contacts, indignant and/or grateful fans, sponsors, and even the occasional death threat.

Being famous was hell.

Jackson, though, grinned. He took his time showering and getting dressed, and packed his bag at a leisurely pace - if his suspicions were right, he wouldn't even need it, anyway. By the time six-thirty rolled around, Jackson was only just getting into his car.

The streets around the Rampancy Training Centre were packed, and paparazzi lined the streets. Cameras snapped and flashed as Jackson tried to force his way through the crowds, but he was quick to give up - parking a few blocks away, he jogged to the training centre with a pair of sunglasses and a beaten-up hat covering his face. It didn't really work - the Rampancy training shirt might have given it away - and they took their photos anyway. But he managed to push his way through the crowds with relative ease - having almost triple the muscle mass of any annoying journalist definitely helped - and was stepping through Rampancy's doors within minutes.

Immediately, he was beset upon by all sides - not by paparazzi, but by people almost worse. His team.

"JACKSON!" Alex's voice thundered through the corridor. "WHAT THE _HELL _DID YOU DO?"

Sophie came bounding after him. "Why are the paparazzi everywhere? I could barely get inside-"

Ellen's fury wasn't caused by either of those things. _"Why,_" she demanded to know, "are you so late? As your captain, you should have-"

"Where's Coach Anderson?" Jason's question was the most sensible, but it was swallowed by the collective fury of the rest of his team.

"Woah, woah." Jackson held his hands up, though he couldn't bring himself to be angry - instead, a certain smugness was slowly spreading itself through his body. _He'd done it._ This was actually happening.

Rampancy was on its road to recovery.

He pointed an accusing finger towards his best friend. "Why the hell do you assume it's my fault?"

The answering yell came from the entire team; "BECAUSE IT USUALLY _IS!"_

Well, okay. It wasn't like he could deny it.

Still, the former captain of Rampancy was noticing something else, as well. The fault may have been his - not that they had confirmed it, of course - but regardless, the team had all turned to him for answers. God knew what they'd been doing for the past hour, but now that Jackson had arrived, they'd all turned to him.

It felt good - actually, it felt _damn_ good. Because, no matter how subconsciously, they'd all recognised him as their leader - the one with the answers. When Coach hadn't turned up - hell, he probably hadn't been able to leave his house this morning - their attention had fallen to the next-in-line.

And that person wasn't Ellen, no matter her supposed title.

No, it was Jackson.

"Everyone - _shut up!"_ Ellen's shout echoed through the halls, and instantly, the whole team quietened. Jackson stared at her, completely unimpressed. Regardless, she continued with her hands on her hips and an uncharacteristic glower scrunching up her face. "Why. Are. You. Late?"

"And why weren't you here yesterday?" Alex added.

Jackson shrugged in regards to the first question. "I felt like it," he said, just to watch her lips curl in disgust. And then, to Alex's inquiry, he answered, "I was busy."

"With what?" Ellen's voice was a near-growl.

Hell, maybe she had learned something from him.

"You'll see," he answered evasively, and waved his hand. "Next question." Hell, but this; dragging them on, dangling the answers just out of reach… it was kinda fun.

"Do you know why the paparazzi are here?" Arika asked, just as Jamie said; "Why's Coach away?"

"The answer's the same to both," he said, and grinned as their expressions twisted in confusion. This was almost too easy.

He'd have the girls out of Rampancy in no time.

"What do you-" Kiara's question was cut off as he shoved passed her, walking towards the room where, not too long ago, they'd all watched the seed placements be announced. The big television would be more than suitable.

Rampancy followed in his footsteps, throwing more questions towards him. But Jackson ignored them all, dropping his bag as he stepped inside the door and began hunting for the remote. He found it perched on Coach's usual chair, and smirked to himself. Within seconds, he was flicking to a news channel.

The newscaster shuffled her papers and stared gravely into the camera. _"A surprise revelation has come from the former captain of Rampancy, Jackson Rothe, which has sent the Grifball world reeling. Confessions about Coach Ryan Anderson and his unsavoury habits have led to a current investigation on the validity of these surprising claims-"_

Annoyed, Jackson flipped to the next channel. This time, his face popped up immediately, and his voice came out strong through the speakers. "_Ryan Anderson, current Coach of Rampancy and well-known advocate of pro-women policies, regularly frequents brothels…"_

The damning words continued, but Jackson paid them no mind as he turned to face the rest of their team. Some of their expressions were slack in shock - others, twisting in anger. Jackson met Alex's gaze, whose face had gone a deep purple. "_What the hell,_" he growled, words shaking in his fury, "_did you_ do?"

Jackson didn't answer. Instead, he raised his voice. "As you can see, Coach Anderson will not be returning to us. I suggest you take the day off."

With that, he turned and went back the way he had come. But one thought sang in his mind, a single word that send waves of pride through his body. He'd done it; he'd singlehandedly put Rampancy on the road to recovery, and - hopefully - put Ryan Anderson out of commission for good.

_Success._


	60. Chapter 59: This Just Out

**(A/N) It's time for a Grifball update, sports fans! I'm Warg, and once again I'll be handing you over to Baldore for word from the official papers as the Anderson scandal blows open. **

**Crimson, we can't blame you in the least.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifty-Nine - This Just Out<strong>

**Desmond Danhar**

**Written by Baldore**

* * *

><p>"<em>Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact. Everything we see is a perspective, not the truth<em>."

- Marcus Aurelius

* * *

><p>If somebody had glanced at the table, they'd have thought they were seeing double. Or seeing both the person and its reflection at the same time. After all, both figures had the same height, same brown hair, and same grey eyes. But the similarities ended there. And a second look would quickly prove it.<p>

The two brown haired men were both seated at a small corner booth in a small Grifball café called 'The Blastzone,' wearing assorted Grifball merchandise like many of the other patrons. One of the two had spiked his brown hair and had put blue streaks in it, compared to the other's unkempt short brunet mess. One had a long scar between his eyes from an energy sword and a cocky expression while the other had a constant inquisitive gleam in his lined but unmarred eyes from years of reporting. One was slouched backwards, feet propped on the table and chugging a coffee with smirk while the other quietly sat, sipping his water with a roll of his eyes. The closer one looked, the more differences there seemed to be.

In fact, some days it seemed the only things that Jacob and Desmond Danhar had in common were their identical genes and love of Grifball. The twin brothers were the two opposite sides of the same coin.

"Dez, Dez," Jacob snorted in mirth, taking another large swig of coffee. "I swear, one day you're just going to snap."

"Your coach would kill you for the amount of coffee that you've consumed this morning, Cub," Desmond retorted, shaking his head. "And what do you mean that I'll 'snap?'"

"What coach doesn't know makes me happy," Jacob laughed, taking care not to get coffee on his 'Team Sunspot' jersey. Desmond knew that Jacob loved his team and guarded his jersey with his life. "But Dez, you know what I'm talking about. The whole kiss incident."

Desmond winced, still unhappy that he'd had to write that piece of rubbish. "I'm over that, Cub."

"No, you're not." Jacob tapped the side of his noggin. "Twin empathy tells me so. I think that one day that that crazed lunatic of a boss is going to push that button. And, boom!"

"Cub, I hardly think that you should be talking," Desmond said with a roll of his eyes. "I'm fine. You, on the other hand..."

"What?" Jacob asked defensively, swinging his feet off the table. "What that supposed to mean?"

"You know exactly what I mean. If you hadn't pulled half of your stunts that you did, you'd be in the pros now. Captain, at very least," Desmond chided. "Seriously, you're probably the second biggest piece-of-tabloid-fodder player in the amateurs this season."

"I am not." Jacob set his coffee down with a loud _clunk_! "What have I been in the papers for?"

"Let's see, that bar fight at the beginning of the season... another bar fight against some of the new pro female players... that game when you were suspended from for your, er, unique ability to make the word 'Shiz' into an insult for the record books... oh, and let's not forget when you challenged that Slipspace runner to a drinking contest," Desmond rattled off, before realizing something. "You know, a lot of these are related to alcohol..."

"Oh, come oo_oon_, Dez," Jacob snapped. "I don't need a lecture! You know that I'm working on the drinking problem now. And plus, it's free publicity."

"Bad publicity," Desmond disagreed before using his trump card. Well, cards. "What's Mom have to say on this subject?"

"Hey, don't bring Mom into this!"

"Or how about Diana?" Desmond smirked, naming his brother's girlfriend. Who, to Jacob's eternal embarrassment, was a pro player. "I bet she just loves it."

"Dez..." Jacob said, frowning. "I'm working on it. Really."

Desmond backed off, having made his point. He was about to bring their little sister, Alina, into it but decided against it. "So, anything that you want to tell me since we finally got to meet up? Any stories or confiding you need to share, Cub?"

"Nope," Jacob rolled his eyes, a perfect imitation of his twin's earlier motion. "I'm good."

"Oh, the hotshot's too cool to talk to his brother now, huh?" Desomond teased, leaning back in his chair with crossed arms.

"Got that right," Jacob smirked. "Because at least the 'hotshot' can play Grifball."

"Hey, I can play." Desmond defended his severe lack of skill in this department as due to being a writer... and rather unathletic anyway.

"Yeah, so can a Grunt." The more aggressive twin laughed. "I meant play _well_, though."

Desmond was about to send an equally witty and/or cliché retort when his phone began emitting dramatic blares of riffs. A ringtone that any movie-goer worth their salt would recognize as the music from the old ancient movie, Psycho. It was appropriately the ringtone for Bossman.

Jacob smirked in victory as Desmond answered it.

"Danhar, just where in the name of _bloody_ _earth_ are you?" An angry voice cut through before Desmond could even give a greeting.

"Uh, lunch break, Bossman-"

"_Why_?"

"...Because it's lunchtime... and my break..." Desmond deadpanned.

"Do I sound like I _care_? Get back to the office!"

"But you cleared this! _I_ care," Desmond snapped back. "I got it cleared _two weeks ago_ so that I could see Jacob-"

"Danhar. Get here in ten or your need another job," Bossman barked out. "I needed you here twenty minutes ago."

Then the line died.

The reporter sighed. "Hey, Cub, I'm-"

"Go on. I know how it is." The Grifball player shooed his brother off. "I'm not gonna get in trouble for you getting in trouble."

"Thanks, Cub," Desmond grinned as he collected his stuff. "I'll call you after I get this sorted out... again."

"Yeah, yeah... but you're paying then."

"Dang it, knew there'd be a catch..." Desmond grumbled, throwing down some money and beelining for the door.

Jacob just offered his twin a wave. "Don't get fired, Dez!"

* * *

><p>Throwing open the door to the office, a disgruntled reporter rushed into the room. A glance at his watch confirmed that he had indeed managed to keep his job by a few short seconds. His bag and other belongings were unceremoniously chucked into his chair as he looked around.<p>

"Bossman is _ticked_," his partner warned.

"Yeah, I know."

"No, like yelling at her secretary and throwing coffee mad," Sam insisted.

"Yeah, I know. And what's different there?" He felt like lollygagging around the office just to spite the crazy woman for interrupting his lunch.

The photographer opened her hands helplessly. "Touché. But she _did_ initiate Plan G."

"Ah, crap." Desmond's eyes widened. 'Plan G' was that no one got a break of any sort until whatever problem was resolved, under threat of firing and/or malicious harm. Not even a bathroom break.

Normally, it was saved for a huge breakthrough story or group punishment or bonding. (Bonding through trauma, that is.) Bossman would activate it as an 'incentive' to get a story finished. Usually, the employee that it was aimed at was bullied by co-workers until the curse was lifted.

And if Desmond was the aim of this, then he was probably screwed.

Yay.

Taking a deep breath, the reporter grabbed a cup of coffee for luck and opened the door to his death.

Bossman's head snapped up from her desk. "Sit down, Danhar. Where have you been? I needed you twenty minutes ago!"

"Well, I was out with-"

"Never mind," Bossman snapped. "Get in here, sit down, shut up and listen."

"Uh, sure," Desmond agreed, quickly sitting while his boss glared. "What's with the not-so-passive aggressive approach?"

"Danhar?"

"What?"

"Shut. Up," Bossman snapped.

"Oh, yeah."

"So. You know Team Rampancy's coach, correct?" A glare cut off Desmond's affirmative response. "_Rhetorical_, Danhar. You even had an interview with the man a while back. Ryan Anderson, right? Yeah, that's it."

She tapped a stack of papers on her desk like an angry woodpecker. "Anyway, here's the point: Rothe apparently has been holding some dirt on the guy."

The reporter frowned as he sipped from his cup. He didn't like the way this conversation was going.

"And Rothe hasn't been really happy with his coach as it happens. Had enough or whatever. He finally decided to go public with it. And he contacted us, more or less, to do it."

"More or less?"

"Yeah. He contacted a friend of a friend of a friend's sibling who owed a favour to the friend who owed a favour to me." Bossman shrugged her shoulders. "And that brings us to the matter at hand."

"And the matter at hand is what?" Desmond said, absently wondering why by this point in time there was no way to keep his rapidly cooling coffee at the scalding temperature that he liked it.

"Now, I know that you won't be happy about this article but someone is going to have to do it. And since your column is the most popular according to a recent survey-"

"Bossman, get to the point," Desmond snapped. He already knew that his column was the most read, if only barely, and the info that he wouldn't like this article didn't exactly calm him. Especially after having to ditch Jacob. "What. Is. The. Article?"

"Brothels."

Desmond coughed, choking on his drink, the brown beverage spilling all over his boss's desk and office. The reporter sat still for a second, sputtering and coughing. "I... I must've misheard that."

"Brothels," Bossman repeated coldly, scowling as she cleaned the spill off her desk.

"Oh." Desmond said, still coughing a bit and recovering. "That was what I was afraid you'd said. Elaborate."

"You're going to write a piece on Coach Ryan Anderson. Specifically, the recently revealed news that he transacts large amounts of cash then attends a brothel."

"No. Absolutely not."

"Oh, yes you will. This one's too big to pass up. You'll do it."

"No," Desmond snapped. "I won't. I'm a _reporter, _not some two-bit scrounging tabloidist. I'm not sinking that low."

"You did the Kiss Scandal."

"That was different." Desmond crossed his arms. "That was already out _and_ not a potential career ender for the subjects _and_ you forced me to."

"Oh. I need to threaten you, then?" Bossman stood from behind her chair and even with her short stature, she still loomed. "Do it or you're fired."

"That's it then?" Desmond shot back, his hold on his temper fading fast. "We're a freaking _tabloid_ now? Our sole goal is to now try and _screw_ with people's lives and get 'em fired? How is this _our_ business? It's not! I'm. Not. Writing. This. Bullcrap."

"Danhar," she growled, a glare shot out the office door, dispersing the gathering crowd that was trying to watch. "I will get you blacklisted for reporting for anyone."

"Try it. I dare you," the reporter challenged, crossing his arms. "I mean, when did we change from legitimate reporting to this? It wasn't like this when I joined. We weren't bottom-feeding scumbags."

"Really? Well _this_ is what sells newspapers. Not your goody two shoes attitude! Suck up the whole 'do what's right' crap routine you have going, sit your butt back in your cubicle and write that article by printing time tomorrow."

"I'm not-"

"Fine." Bossman snapped, fury boiling in her eyes. "You're on probation until further notice. No pay, no work, no anything. Now get out of my office. And send Nettles in."

The reporter didn't respond, knowing he would say something he'd regret if he did, and instead just rose to his feet, slamming the door shut behind him with a resounding _thunk!_ Scowling at his coworkers, he found Nick Nettles, and jerked his thumb towards the office. Then the reporter stormed out of the complex.

Well, on the bright side, it looks like he finally had some free time coming up.


End file.
